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“The main characters at school are the teachers, not the students.” 


The one who told me, a supplementary teacher working at the Senzai All- 
Girls Private Academy, those brazen words was none other than Kushinaka- 
sensei. However, despite all my respect for him, I don’t believe in the slight- 
est that he truly meant that. Firstly, because I cannot imagine Kushinaka- 
sensei being genuine towards me when we had just met at the time, and sec- 
ondly, because I cannot imagine Kushinaka-sensei being genuine towards 
anyone. That being said, please do not get me wrong; I am by no means ar- 
guing that he lied to me. 

In reality, he wasn’t a liar. 

He—if I had to say—acted on whims. 

Whims were his everything. 

His thoughts, changing every single second, were the only things acting 
as a pillar for him. 

He lived in the instant. 

Struggling every instant. 

Struggling to live properly. 

And in fact, if we limit ourselves to talking about the exact moment he 
mouthed that (problematic) statement, Kushinaka-sensei might have then 
believed it to be genuine—no, to be completely honest, I think otherwise: 

No one understood him—and the one who understood Kushinaka 
Choushi-sensei the least was none other than himself. 

I don’t think many people out there are able to properly put into words 
what kind of person they are—and I am no exception to that, so maybe I’m in 
no position to foolishly clamor about this. However, in Kushinaka-sensei’s 
case—and I wouldn’t dare generalize it—it feels as though he willingly 
plunged his feet into a bog. 

He plunged not one—but both feet into it. 

No—he lived below the mud. 


He dwelled inside a bottomless swamp. 


With his obviously-hypocritical politeness, overly-courteous language, 
and his suit around which he never loosened his necktie, he gave off the im- 
pression of an elegant gentleman. And sure enough, both the teaching staff 
and the students had that image of him. However, according to my interpre- 
tation, Kushinaka-sensei was merely playing the role of a ‘gentleman,’ and 
looking at his acting, I could confidently infer that his real character was of a 
much more different ilk. But if you were to ask me how his true personality 
was, having met him not so long ago, I wouldn’t be able to give a clear-cut 
answer—though I don’t think any length of time would change that. 

Also, 

Although I’m sure Kushinaka-sensei wasn’t aware himself, 

He lived whilst pretending to be a human—or maybe he lived imitating 
humans? 

All humans live that way to begin with; they imitate their parents, their 
friends, anyone they can find near them, and slowly but surely build up their 
own personalities. Even people with a special upbringing such as myself were 
probably no exception. However, if I can extend that idea to Kushinaka- 
sensei (and mainly say something awfully closed-minded), he was exceed- 
ingly clumsy at imitating others. 

Not good in the slightest. 

A loser among losers. 

Anyone could understand how much of a heretic he was. 

And do so by just glancing at him. I could try expressing it in a positive 
way, but simply put, he wasn’t laying glances, but distance. 

He kept his distance from others. 

And quite a sizable one, at that. 

Hearing it worded that way, some might pity Kushinaka-sensei; but if 
there ever were anyone not deserving pity, it would surely be him. Although 
only God knows what goes on inside his head,there is at least one thing I can 
confidently affirm: His line of thought was, in the truest sense, the farthest 


thing away from an inferiority complex. 


He had no need for pity. 

Being excellent or being a failure. 

Winning or losing. 

For him, all of these notions were superficial interpretations based on 
mere words. Words, yet devoid of meaning. Of course, I didn’t consider my- 
self to be such a respectable person that I could lecture him arrogantly, but, 
even then, I wouldn’t want to be compared to him in the slightest. Sorry to 
say this, but being compared to him was undeniable proof that there is some- 
thing wrong with you. 

Although— 

Yes, to my greatest surprise: Although — 

Looking at Kushinaka-sensei from an objective standpoint, there is no 
doubt that he was a great teacher—both students and parents loved him. For 
both of those cases, to be clear, there was nothing more going on than that (if 
there was anything, it would be at most something like, “His colleagues loved 
him”’)—I couldn’t tell whether they liked his gentlemanly attitude or if, due 
to it being an all-girls school, they liked his well-featured disposition. But 
well, what I want to get at is that, if we forget his personality, Kushinaka- 
sensei was unbelievably—and unexpectedly—a first-rate teacher. 

Though calling him first-rate was a sort of insult. 

He would simply go further and put more distance with others. 

But he had an obligation to accept that insult. 

Scandals caused by the school staff are vindicated by the excuse “These 
teachers are only human,” however, this standard justification didn’t apply 
to Kushinaka-sensei specifically. 

After all, 

Kushinaka-sensei was both inhuman and a teacher. 

He had no humanity outside of his teaching occupation. 


A worthless—nobody. 


I’m not just trying to make a play on words here, reality was simply as 
such, and the more I think about it, the more frightening and absurd I find it 
to be. 

I once asked Kushinaka- sensei what motivated him to become a teacher. 
Because at the time, I couldn’t believe he was suited for that job (now I’ve 
completely changed my mind—rather, I think that any other job would’ve 
been boring for him). 

Here is the answer he gave me— 

With a smile: 

“T probably haven’t forgotten my school days.” 

With his usual, overly courteous tone. 

His attitude was similar to that of an adult talking to an infant—kindly 
explaining something obvious. 

Obvious, thus hard to explain. 

“Maybe I’m simply defective. Have you ever compared yourself to cattle 
kept in a small pen away from daylight? Have you ever felt like you were sur- 
rounded by high walls or by a sturdy cage? Not having that told to you by 
someone, have you ever truly felt that way on your own? I have thought that 
way ever since middle school—and I still do even now—and, not even for a 
single moment have I thought of escaping that cage or going over those walls. 
This world of mine ends within the school. In short, I am the vestiges of a 
student who failed at graduating—” 

Graduating. 

Failing—to graduate. 

I think I can kinda see it but maybe not. 

No, if we’re talking about whether I understand it or not, honestly, I don’t. 

I can’t even convince myself I understand nor pretend to. 

What was this man saying? 

It always went like this—whenever I talked with Kushinaka-sensei, it 
seemed I was always predestined to feel that way. 


Always. 


With these insipid conversations, he managed to dumbfound me every 
time. 

It’s not like these thoughts were deep; rather, I could only see them as his 
desperate attempts at surviving the moment. 

He lived on his ever-changing thoughts. 

With nothing but whims. 

Using those to toy with his surroundings. 

Leading everyone around like a circus, feeding his mind with no purpose. 

Aimlessly. 

Inevitably, terminatively. 

In a sense, being dispatched to this Senzai All-Girls Private Academy as a 
supplementary teacher might have been synonymous with being sent as a 
human sacrifice—the higher-ups might have wanted to stick someone from 
the outside to him, even just during a contract period, to restrain his actions. 

If that was actually the case— 

If it was, I send them my condolences for that foolish move. 

Kushinaka-sensei wasn’t the kind of man I could restrain—my original 
might have been able to, but this was beyond the present me. 

Going back to Kushinaka-sensei. 

I should have been talking about what made him a first-rate teacher. 

Kushinaka-sensei was in charge of ethics classes—in my eyes, for some- 
one like him to brazenly claim a remarkable subject such as ethics was a great 
joke in itself, but there was still more to this charade. 

Because (as is common for all-girls schools) Senzai All-Girls Private 
Academy was a religious school, teaching ethics was difficult. 

Rather, usually there wouldn’t be any ethics classes in such schools —af- 
ter all, every religion has a side goal of moral education. 

And ethics classes tend to contradict that. 

Having a class explaining all religions as a whole would only throw chaos 
in the school’s attempt to maintain a coherent creed—well, Senzai Acad- 


emy’s religious aspect wasn’t that strongly enforced, and, as an outsider, I 


didn’t see the necessity to be strict about it in this largely-atheist era of Ja- 
pan. However, even so, nevertheless, one would need to know where to draw 
the line to a certain degree. 

But— 

Kushinaka-sensei transcended that. 

He flew over that line with no problems. 

He held his ethics classes without any restraint nor ingenious counter- 
measure, fair and square—and most amazing of all, he received no com- 
plaints. 

Neither from the students nor the parents. 

This might not raise alarm bells to people who don’t partake in education, 
but aren’t you still able to realize just how abnormal and incredible this is? 
My goal isn’t really to make society understand exactly how abnormal 
Kushinaka Choushi is, so in the end, I have no obligation to force anyone to 
understand it, but—even so, if possible, I still want people to get it. 

I want them to share my feelings. 

I used the word ‘abnormal,’ and honestly, it’s a perfect fit. I view his ac- 
tions as him taking a risk for no reason in particular—as yearning for risk. 

Yearning for abnormal days unlike any normal one. 

For an abnormality unlike anything normal. 

He seemed to want that from the bottom of his heart. 

If I ever told him that, Kushinaka-sensei would answer: 

“Oh please, spare me. That sounds like something I would have thought 
during middle school. I have at least graduated from such immature ideas.” 

And played it off as nothing, but—who would trust him? 

His carefree smile doesn’t fool me. 

Thinking about it (rather than it being something I constantly think 
about, this is something I thought of just now), what career did Kushinaka- 
sensei have that led him to this job at Senzai Academy? 

It’s not unheard of for teachers to work at their alma mater, but 


Kushinaka-sensei was a man, so that was out of the question for this all- girls 


school. Apparently it’s common for male teachers to get in through connec- 
tions, but that didn’t seem to be the case either. 

In the first place, he didn’t seem to be from this region—his intonation on 
words was awfully flat, but that lack of character and individuality made it 
undeniable to me that his way of talking was something he artificially and 
intentionally created himself. 

That being said, setting aside what past led him to being employed here, 
the reason for why the school was keeping Kushinaka-sensei was crystal 
clear. 

So is the reason why they were teaching ethics, a subject that would nor- 
mally be unnecessary or even become a source of trouble. 

Kushinaka Choushi, twenty-seven years old. 

On top of teaching ethics, he also pretended to be a school counselor. 

“Wait, hold on a minute...asking Kushinaka-sensei for life advice? It must 
be some kind of joke—a bad one, it’s not funny.” Such was the reaction I in- 
itially let out on reflex as an outsider. However, that had already settled as 
common sense amongst Senzai Academy, so I had no room to argue nor ask 
questions. 

He had set up a counseling room in a corner of a school building, and day 
in and day out dealt with perfectly-normal worries held by youthful high 
schoolers—that couldn’t be right. 

Putting it into words made it sound even more like a horrible joke. 

But—he had a good reputation. 

I don’t know if I should say ‘as expected’ or ‘once again,’ but apparently 
people liked it. 

Not just like, Kushinaka- sensei had a reputation among students of never 
having been unable to solve a problem. 

What the heck? 

It made me want to earnestly retort. 

So I did it. 


Hearing this (my retort), Kushinaka-sensei only shrugged his shoulders 
and answered, It’s not such a complicated matter, though. 

“Putting aside resolving one’s own worries, resolving others’ isn’t really 
a hard game.” 

That was the line, without alteration of any sort, that he mouthed. 

He called it a game. 

Resolving the worries of high schoolers was a game to him. 

One could simply interpret that as a metaphor, but I didn’t. 

Icouldn’t. 

Because I knew about him. 

A game. 

Game, game, game. 

Certainly. 

For him—this must have purely been a game. 

Actually, maybe the reason for Kushinaka-sensei’s success as a counselor 
was his attitude of seeing it as playing a single-player game. Although, hav- 
ing never assisted nor taken part in a counseling session, this was purely an 
assumption, and might not have reflected reality. 

“In my case, I heavily focus on making the client fall in love—for girls, 
love is a panacea. It will blow any worries out of the way.” 

Love. 

“With whom?” I asked. 

“Me,” he answered. 

Depending on the circumstances—actually, regardless of the circum- 
stances, it was a pretty explosive statement. 

More of a misplaced statement than anything. 

“T haven’t done anything non-christian, you know,” he boasted, but hon- 
estly I couldn’t muster any kind of trust towards that. 

It’s natural to assume that words emanating from a person with a fake 
personality are fake as well. 

Rather—they should be fake. 


Otherwise it wouldn’t make sense. 

Well, I’ve dragged on quite a lot about Kushinaka-sensei, but in reality 
there has only been one thing I wanted to say regarding him from the start. 

The case I have been dragged into this time, the Prestigious All-Girls 
School Seven Mysteries Murders—murders involving the seven mysteries of 
Senzai All-Girls Academy, places the ethics teacher Kushinaka Choushi at its 
center, and has at its origin none other than Kushinaka Choushi. 

I personally must firmly record these events. I have the obligation to do 
so, as well as the right; sorry for the delay—I am Byouinzaka Meiro. The girl 
who, 14 years ago, was Kushinaka-sensei’s senior in middle school; well, that 


girl’s meaningless backup. 


How should I put it...that looked like a corpse, had skin like a corpse’s, was 
languid like a corpse, had a stance like a corpse’s, was as unmoving as a 
corpse, and was a corpse-like corpse. 

I knew that corpse’s name. 

Kigi Hanami. 

A Japanese teacher. 

We hadn’t talked much— rather, being a supplementary teacher, the only 
teacher I had substantially talked to was Kushinaka-sensei. Him being the 
only one I had conversed with, when put into words, revealed a frightening 
truth I might’ve needed to think further about, but I chose to forget that for 
the time being. 

In short, my point is that I cannot talk in detail about what kind of teacher 
Kigi-sensei was. 

At Senzai Academy, not counting the outsiders like me, there were exactly 
20 teachers. It was on the low side considering the school’s 400 students, but 
it might actually be normal in the current days, when society is deploring a 
lack of teachers. Well, if they managed to get by with some ingenuity then it 
might not have been an actual lack. That had nothing to do with me anyway. 

Being a teacher (albeit a supplementary one), I had learned that there 
wasn’t much of a difference between classrooms and staff rooms—I would 
even Say they were exactly the same. 

Identical in all aspects. 

Be it human relationships or anything. 

Be it quarrels or anything. 

Adults aren’t as free as children think they are. 

Teachers aren’t as free as students think they are. 

I’d learned that. 


I wasn’t exactly craving to know. Rather, I wish I’d never learned about it. 


I’m aware that introducing myself in front of a corpse isn’t ideal, but re- 
gardless, my original job was that of a researcher—I was an associate profes- 
sor in a certain prestigious university. I’m not awkwardly blurring the name 
out because of how famous that university is, but rather, because in my cur- 
rent position, I have some reticence about giving out its name. Still, that 
aside, it’s rare for people my age to become associate professors. 

This is a form of bragging. 

But also a form of self-deprecation. 

Having lived solely for the sake of researching since my underage days 
must’ve caused the university and the professors to either worry about me or 
be cautious of me, so not long after promoting me to the rank of associate, 
they temporarily chased me out. 

A part of me felt indignant for being subject to that after climbing my way 
up to that rank, but I was sure that experiencing society outside of my ivory 
tower while I was still young would prove useful for the future, so I accepted 
it. Looking back at it, that was my greatest misstep. But naturally, I had no 
way of knowing that at the time—I mean, there was no way I could. 

I didn’t have precognition powers. 

Thad no way of knowing that the all-girls school I was to be dispatched to 
(apparently this school was deeply connected to my university, but I didn’t 
know the exact details of that connection) as a full-time lecturer (in charge 
of English classes) would shelter someone as abnormal as Kushinaka-sensei. 

No. 

No, no. 

Of course, when I found out, I thought it was an enormous coincidence. 

Because I—I... 

I had at least heard the name Kushinaka Choushi. 

I was aware of him. 

For the past 14 years. 


Genuinely, for the whole past 14 years, constantly. 


By the way, I was sent here to replace an elderly teacher who got hospital- 
ized (apparently after falling down the stairs), however, looking at it like 
that, this situation rendered it meaningless. 

Because Kigi-sensei died. 

One left, one came in, and—one more left. 

Well, I would be as tasteless as Kushinaka-sensei if I thought of humans 
in such a mathematical way, merely as though adding and subtracting. 

However, it was still a fact that I had a hard time taking Kigi-sensei’s 
corpse seriously. 

Though I don’t know if I should phrase it like this. 

How should I put it—it was ridiculous. 

The corpse’s state was exceedingly ridiculous. 

Something that seemed like it would come up in an old gag manga. 

It was in the second gymnasium. 

Kigi-sensei’s body had its head stuck in a basketball hoop—that was its 
only support; the limbs were dangling, floating in the air. 

Dangling in the air. 

Swaying —and dangling. 

It was certainly a horrible sight. 

However —still ridiculous. 

A part of that was because of how unusual and impossible that scene was, 
but what made it truly ludicrous was that I had no idea what sequence of 
events could have led to this situation. 

It felt like a joke—like a lie. 

And, like a whim. 

Were my eyes looking at reality? 

I couldn’t confidently assert that. 

I won’t say it felt like I was dreaming— however, it all looked fake. 

“Fufu. So just a corpse isn’t enough to disturb you.” 

There. 


In front of me—Kushinaka-sensei said that. 


Ah, sorry for having talked as if I was the only person present at the scene; 
in reality, Kushinaka-sensei was also looking up at Kigi-sensei’s corpse in 
front of me. 

Actually, the one who casually sent me an e-mail inviting me to this sec- 
ond gymnasium as I was killing time in the staff room—because we teachers 
had nothing to do but relax during the third period—was none other than 
Kushinaka-sensei. 

“As expected of you, Byouinzaka-sensei—but don’t take it as if I was ex- 
pecting a cute scream out of you.” 

ie 

For some reason, his phrasing was irritating. 

His excessive courteousness only reinforced his hidden rudeness. 

No, at this point, it might be better to remove the ‘hidden’ and call it plain 
rudeness. 

I don’t know if he was looking up at or down on me, but either way, his 
way of talking made it clear he didn’t view us as equals. 

If we’re talking about fakeness, then Kushinaka-sensei felt way more fake 
than the corpse in front of my eyes. 

He lacked reality. 

And humanity. 

This man’s entire existence felt like a fraud. 

“Don’t think I’m not surprised at all.” 

I said. 

I must have sounded pretty blunt. 

I had done it on purpose, so there’s no way I didn’t. 

Even if I hadn’t, I was (apparently) not even amiable normally, so it must 
have sounded pretty terrible. 

But I didn’t mind. 

Though a shame, I was limited in the amount of respect I could show to- 
wards Kushinaka-sensei. Well no, I didn’t think of it as a shame at all—ra- 


ther, I was surprised I found even an ounce of respect towards him inside me. 


Answer rudeness with rudeness. 

Answer crudeness with crudeness. 

Answer impoliteness with impoliteness. 

“That being said, my original job was a researcher in medicine, you see. I 
guess I’m used to seeing corpses. At least more than your average person. 
Well, naturally, it’s my first time witnessing one in such a preposterous 
state.” 

“How loquacious, Byouinzaka-sensei. As if you are trying to justify your- 
self,” Kushinaka-sensei turned towards me, giggling to himself. 

With a tender expression. 

With a peaceful expression. 

No one, upon looking at this expression, would imagine him to be evil — 
although he certainly couldn’t be said to be evil in such a clear cut manner. 

However, at the very least, he wasn’t virtuous. 

And—he wasn’t a good person either. 

I didn’t think of him as a human to begin with. 

When talking about how good or evil someone is, there is a prerequisite of 
thinking about that person as a human—that prerequisite wasn’t met by 
Kushinaka-sensei. 

Inhuman. 

He was not a human—so for better or worse, he was neither a good person 
nor an evil person, neither wicked nor virtuous. 

“The girl known as Byouinzaka Meiro I used to be acquainted with was 
quite a taciturn person—but you don’t seem to be like that.” 

“.Even if Iam a Byouinzaka, I come from a collateral family. I’m not as 
detached from common sense as you think. Rather, my specs are pretty com- 
monplace.” 

I must have once again ‘sounded like I was justifying myself,’ but I still 


repeated the same explanation I’d told him many times in the past. 


Apparently it wasn’t that Kushinaka-sensei couldn’t comprehend it, for- 
got it after some time, or anything like that. He simply liked making me ex- 
plain things—like, for example, a kid wanting the same picture book to be 
read every night to him—that’s all there was to it. 

Though it was nothing but unpleasant to me. 

Other people’s comfort must be a good laughing matter to Kushinaka- 
sensei. 

Or—a bad one. 

I continued. 

“Plus, Kushinaka-sensei. The Byouinzaka Meiro you know of and I are ul- 
timately different people—different and unrelated. I’m just a backup, not 
even a Spare. We aren’t twins either, and let’s not even talk about clones.” 

“Clones, is it? That technology hasn’t yet been made available to the pub- 
lic, but if it ever does, I do have quite a few people I would want to bring back 
to life.” 

Saying something completely off-the-mark, as if he didn’t understand 
the point at all— 

Kushinaka-sensei looked up. 

At the corpse above his head. 

At Kigi-sensei. 

“T have no real memory of being in Kigi-sensei’s care, but even so, if we 
could clone people, I guess I should put Kigi-sensei on the to-be-revived 
list.” 

“Cloning and reviving are two different things.” 

I knew he was probably talking in awareness of it, just lining up some ran- 
dom words despite his awareness, but this conversation technically sprouted 
from something I’d said, so I had an obligation and responsibility to make 
that comment. 


Though the situation didn’t call for that. 


Also—not that it needs to be said—he couldn’t make me believe that, 
Kigi-sensei included, Kushinaka-sensei would wish for anyone’s resurrec- 
tion. 

But I didn’t want to say something going over the line. 

“So?” 

T asked. 

I questioned. 

"Kushinaka- sensei, why did you call me here? Even if it wasn’t to hear my 
cute scream, you must have had some intent behind it, didn’t you?” 

“T don’t think you need an intent for every single time you want to call 
someone over, though—but nevermind that. I simply wanted you to confirm 
whether Kigi-sensei was really dead or not.” 

“Ahh.” 

Due to the corpse being where it was. 

He couldn’t touch it, so no checking its pupils. 

Same for the breathing and the pulse. 

Body temperature was not even worth bringing up. 

If I had to use logic—under these conditions, it was true that no one could 
assert that Kigi-sensei was dead. 

Even though it looked like a corpse. 

It might not have been a corpse. 

“T mean, no matter how you look at it...yeah.” 

In this case there was no need to ‘insert logic’ or say ‘under these condi- 
tions.’ 

None. 

There was only one truth: 

That the body’s head was stuck in a basketball hoop and the limbs were 
dangling in the air. If one could stay alive despite that, then their neck mus- 
cles must be way overdeveloped. 


At least developed enough to not die from hanging. 


“Tf you’re still determined to get some form of confirmation, then we’l 
have to bring the body down and touch it directly—but I can’t think of an im- 
mediate way of doing that. We need to find a stepladder somewhere.” 

“No, if the body’s dead, then that’s fine,” Kushinaka-sensei said. 

If the body’s dead, then that’s fine. 

Even if that was just a figure of speech, these words sounded too unset- 
tling. 

And I couldn’t quite decide on whether Kushinaka-sensei was callous or 
impudent for saying something like that without feeling ashamed of myself. 

“T thought it would be good to hurry if there was a possibility of a genuine 
revival, you see—but if that is not needed, then it’s for the best to preserve 
the scene.” 

“.The scene, you say.” 

Scene. 

I was sure. 

He must mean—the scene of murder. 

“Well, you’re right—this kind of incident just doesn’t happen. It’s not 
like—he tried making a dunk but jumped too high and as a result his head got 
caught in the hoop.” 

“The idea is amusing. Still, even as a murder, it doesn’t make much 
sense,” Kushinaka-sensei said. 

Unconcerned— indifferent. 

“Tt’s not like he was strangled by the ring of the hoop. In other words, he 
was killed somewhere else, then intentionally placed here—I guess.” 

Well. 

Thinking normally, that’s how it would be. 

‘With common sense’ rather than ‘normally,’maybe. 

I had no idea what sequence of events could have led to this situation —that 
being said, looking at it calmly, that was the only way. 

Though I didn’t know if a stepladder or another means was used in the 


process. 


But— 

What kind of thought process had led to this situation? 

I couldn’t even imagine. 

Icouldn’t help but realize the limits of my imagination. 

The ridiculousness of this scene— 

Directly reflected how the culprit wanted to profane the corpse—and 
Kigi-sensei. 

With my original occupation consisting of playing with corpses not in 
crime scenes but in a laboratory, this sight which lacked any kind of respect 
towards humans, devoid of both earnesty and sincerity, made me want to 
throw up. 

ad 

Then, I threw a glance at Kushinaka-sensei. 

I had some faint expectations that he might have been on the same train 
of thought as me, but obviously, these expectations were heavily misplaced, 
like attempting a three-pointer but ending up shooting above the board. 

He was looking at the corpse with a beaming smile on his face. 

As if he was gazing at his favorite artwork. 

No, in his case, we couldn’t automatically make the connection between 
smiling and being in a good mood. 

It might have actually been the opposite. 

So maybe we really were on the same wavelength. 

But still, nevertheless, one should at least not be feeling awful when they 
are smiling. 

“As always, corpses aren’t a good fit for school—however, that imbalance 
creates an exquisite feeling. Fufu, it reminds me of old times.” 

“Old times?” 

Kushinaka-sensei’s...past. 

I didn’t know the details of what had happened. 

My original—that is, the Byouinzaka Meiro of the main family—should 


have known about it better, or maybe the best, but... 


Hmm. 

14 years ago, huh. 

However, I had no obligation to feel nostalgic. 

[had no interest in this man’s past to begin with. 

I wouldn’t have had to put up with him longer than the contract period 
anyway. 

I only needed to not cause any problems until that period was over. 

I should be able to end it without getting too involved. 

I should be able to end it without diving deeper than the surface level. 

I wanted to think so. 

“So, what should we do, Kushinaka-sensei? We can’t just leave things like 
this, can we? It’s clearly way too late, so either we call for an ambulance or we 
skip some steps and call the police. At least, I think we have to take one of 
these two options.” 

“That makes the most sense. However, Byouinzaka-sensei, the staff 
meeting comes before that, doesn’t it? We only contact an external organi- 
zation after that.” 

“Huh?” 

“Public opinion is very important for private schools, you see—also, all in 
all, this is a highly-esteemed all-girls school, you see. We cannot act arbi- 
trarily on pure rashness. Though you might not fully understand that as a 
temporary teacher.” 

“1 see.” 

I nodded. 

I didn’t do it unwillingly. Quite the opposite; his explanation made sense 
and properly convinced me. Even in my ‘ivory tower’ university, I was sub- 
jected to my fair share of red tape—all these dubious practices emerging from 
an obsession with prestige and honor, or simply out of resentment. These 
practices were the whole reason I was working here as a teacher to begin with. 

Operating as a teacher taught me that there wasn’t much of a difference 


between staff rooms and classrooms, and participating in society after being 


sheltered by the academic world revealed to me that, actually, being in school 
wasn’t much different from being in a workplace. 

Both have good and bad aspects. 

Both have good and bad people. 

Both involve politics and relationships. 

Friendship, love, animosity, disregard, bullying, favoritism. 

They have it all. 

The two big differences are that working gives you money, and that you 
can’t graduate. 

One can graduate from elementary school. 

One can graduate from middle school. 

One can graduate from high school. 

One can graduate from college. 

However, society has no graduation. Well, if you forced my hand, being 
fired could count as one, but treating it as such wouldn’t be reasonable. 

There is no graduation. 

One cannot graduate from society. 

Which means— there is no future ahead. 

Nobody can escape from it. 

In a way, it’s like post-game—no matter how high the difficulty might be, 
the game in itself is already over; what remains is purely a recreation. 

How ironic is it that social life, meant to be the core part of one’s life, is 
merely a recreation. 

There is no ‘next stage.’ 

The only thing left is to progress until the eventual game over. 

How many more squares do I have? 

How much more time do I have? 

That’s the gist of it. 

..That being said, Kushinaka-sensei hadn’t even graduated from his 
school life, that’s why he’d aspired to become a teacher instead of leaving 
that world—at least that’s what he’d told me. 


Aman who had yet to experience graduating. 

Kushinaka Choushi. 

“True, inviting the police to blast their sirens here without informing the 
principal or chairman might cause problems for us later on. So, Kushinaka- 
sensei—following the procedure, should we first report to the principal?” 

Talking about workplaces, this isn’t as common in universities, but ap- 
parently one of the first things companies make their new employees learn is 
the abbreviation RCC. 

It stands for Reporting, Contacting, and Consultation. 

I had a thought upon hearing that for the first time: 

Reporting, Contacting, and Consultation. 

Aren’t those all the same thing? 

“Indeed. So, if you may...” 

There. 

Kushinaka-sensei addressed me in a courteous tone—rather, pretending 
to be courteous. 

“T was thinking of having you, Byouinzaka- sensei, do that reporting.” 

.Huhe” 

My puzzlement must have shown on my face. 

I wasn’t even trying to hide it. 

Rather, it ought to be emphasized. 

“Why?” 

This phrasing actually hid the reply ‘Screw that, do it yourself’ behind a 
sublime veil. However, Kushinaka-sensei interpreted it literally with no re- 
gards for the subtext. 

“Well, if you’re curious about the reasoning why...” 

Wow, he started explaining stuff. 

Please, no, I wasn’t asking for that. 

I just wanted you to take that back. 

“Me being the first to discover the corpse would lead to complications in 


the future, so I would be delighted if you could take that spot for me.” 


That was, surprisingly, an intelligible explanation. 

Too intelligible, maybe. 

Well, no, Kushinaka-sensei doesn’t have the habit of saying complicated 
things. Everything that comes out of his mouth is either unintelligible despite 
being quite clear or incomprehensible despite being elementary. 

It’s laughable that someone like that can be a counselor. 

No—I still couldn’t laugh about it. 

At least— 

I could only laugh when I wasn’t involved in it. 

“Um—” 

‘“What’s the problem? Byouinzaka-sensei, you’re merely an outsider after 
all,” Kushinaka-sensei interrupted me—preventing whatever complaint, 
objection, or common sense I was thinking of from leaving my mouth. 

He used the word outsider with no qualms. 

Were there any words he would fret using? 

I wished he would waver in his words from time to time. 

“T have to keep working at Senzai Academy, you see. I don’t want to be 
involved in weird complications. I wouldn’t want to risk even the tiniest 
chance of being suspected for being the first to report about the corpse.” 

“Shouldn’t you be clear of such suspicions with how careful you are on the 
regular?” I said with plenty of sarcasm. 

...By the way, the notion of doubting the first person to come across the 
corpse in murder cases only applied to mystery novels—that’s not applicable 
to actual, real murders. Same for things like, ‘If you see twins, suspect a 
switch,’ ‘People with an alibi are actually most suspicious,’ or ‘The most sus- 
picious person isn’t the culprit.’ 

Real twins aren’t similar enough to allow for switches, people with alibis 
can’t be the culprit, and the most suspicious person is the culprit. 

If we’re talking about mystery novel principles applicable to real murders, 


then, at most, you could have ‘People close to the victim are suspicious’ — 


though it doesn’t hold any more information than the fact that, no matter 
where you are, one plus one makes two. 

“T just don’t want to attract attention,” Kushinaka-sensei said, his tone 
concerned. 

Depending on how you looked at it, his mannerisms were very charming 
and might fool not just high school girls but most women. 

Actually— 

It might have fooled my original. 

Though I didn’t want to think about it. 

However, she was a woman too. 

That possibility cannot be neglected. 

“As you can see and hear for yourself, I’m a weak-willed, weak weak- 
ling—I cannot bear suffering prejudice. I’m obsessed about how other people 
view me. The last thing I want is people intently asking me why I was loitering 
in the gymnasium at this hour.” 

“Ubh...” 

I had a strained, polite smile on my face. 

Everything about this was fishy. 

And actually, it might be in my best interest to probe further and ask him 
why in the world he was loitering in the gymnasium at this hour. 

Senzai All-Girls Academy has three gymnasiums, but only the first one is 
used for classes. The second and third are reserved for clubs or for big events. 

Being in the first gymnasium would be understandable—but why would 
Kushinaka-sensei be in the second gymnasium during the third period on a 
weekday? That might have been a relatively sensible thing to ask. 

Might have been. 

It might have been, but... 


@ )) 


But— 


But, in reality, I decided not to mouth any of that. How should I put it, it’s 
not exactly that I couldn’t be bothered to—I simply didn’t want to get in- 
volved any further. 

I didn’t want to delve too deep. 

I wanted to ask Kushinaka-sensei as few questions as I could. 

If anything, I wished I could never converse with him. 

I should keep my exchanges with Kushinaka- sensei to aminimum—well, 
I might deserve criticism for being careless enough to have listened to his in- 
vitation and come here, here in this situation, in the first place. 

The principal had told me, “If there’s anything you’re unsure about, con- 
sult Kushinaka-sensei,” but I truly wish I hadn’t been assigned to him... 
(Once again, I could be accused of being careless for having nodded back then, 
unaware I had drawn the short straw.) Well, given the uncommon past be- 
tween my original and Kushinaka-sensei that unfolded in middle school, I 
would have sooner or later, to some degree, gotten involved with him either 
Way. 

How should I put it... 

It felt like we’d been put in the same ring before I knew it. 

However, principal, if Iam to ask Kushinaka-sensei for anything I don’t 
understand, who should I ask when I don’t understand Kushinaka-sensei 
himself? 

God, maybe? 

Saying that while working in a religious school, albeit temporarily, might 
be asking for divine punishment to befall on me, but it’s not like I believe in 
God anyway. 

“There’s this idea that’s been constantly in my head to this day, 
Byouinzaka-sensei. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter whether someone actually 
did it or not when it comes to crimes—they say suspicions do no harm, but 
harm is being done the moment suspicion is cast. It doesn’t make much of a 
difference whether someone actually did it or not. What does matter, though, 


is one’s image.” 


“One’s image, huh,” I kept up with him, disinterested. 

Alternatively, you could say I was barely listening. 

That’s a vital skill to have when conversing with Kushinaka-sensei. 

“To sum it up, Kushinaka-sensei—you hate the idea of being suspected, 
but you don’t mind if I get suspected instead. Do I have it right?” 

“Never, I’m certainly not of that opinion—I have never once sacrificed 
anyone for my own sake,” Kushinaka-sensei said, transparent and shame- 
less. 

At that point, I could only describe him as shameless. 

In terms of transparency, he was as upright as one can be. 

In my opinion, ‘saying things one doesn’t mean’ is an act of betrayal 
against one’s own heart, and therefore requires an exceedingly high amount 
of skill—it’s certainly impressive. 

“T’m basically the embodiment of the spirit of self-sacrifice, Byouinzaka- 
sensei. Even as I’m speaking to you right now, I’m thinking about how, if I 
could, I would replace Kigi-sensei up there—about how I should have been 
the one dangling there.” 

“But, since you can’t, you won’t do it, will you?” I said with half-open 
eyes—what one might call a reproachful stare. “Well, you have a point, I’m 
destined to leave this academy as soon as Sonezaki-sensei is discharged from 
the hospital. I wouldn’t feel too hurt from being subjected to some suspi- 
cion—I wouldn’t even notice it.” 

It would’ve been less noticeable than a mosquito’s bite. 

...Well no, those are quite itchy. 

Metaphors are tough. 

“Don’t worry, Byouinzaka-sensei. If suspicions were ever to be cast on 
you, I would do everything in my power to clear them.” 

A meaningless oral promise. 

What was truly frightening in that case was that it wasn’t a lie told with 
the intention to deceive me—I bet, in that moment, he genuinely believed in 


what he was saying. 


His lack of commitment would only come through later. 

Kushinaka-sensei probably—no, definitely wouldn’t hesitate for a sec- 
ond before changing ideologies. 

He could betray his past and even his present self without batting an eye. 

I had never met another man with as little conviction as him. If someone 
were to tell Kushinaka-sensei to change identity overnight and nothing pre- 
vented him from doing so, he would do it in a heartbeat. 

I find that frightening. 

Scary. 

Even in the eccentric Byouinzaka family, as far as I knew, we didn’t have 
anyone quite as outstanding as Kushinaka- sensei. 

...NO. 

If I had to choose one— 

Though I’d only met her once, that girl with cat eyes might have poten- 
tially been capable of rivaling him. 

No, actually—hadn’t she gone against him already? 

Hadn’t she confronted Kushinaka- sensei? 

And what came out of it? 

“No thanks,” I said. 

Remembering that cat-eyed girl’s warning. 

“T can clear my suspicions myself.” 

Apparently, we’d progressed with the assumption I would be the one to 
report to the principal. 

Part of me wondered why, but part of me found it childish to start disput- 
ing it this late. 

What’s been decided was decided. 

Moreover, Kushinaka- sensei was right; even if suspicions were to turn to 
the first discoverer, they wouldn’t do much harm in my case. 

I might have been from a collateral family, but I was still a Byouinzaka. 


I was exceedingly sharp when it came to people’s gazes. 


To borrow Kushinaka-sensei’s words, I was the type of person to obsess 
over what people thought of me—that’s a quality I probably shared with my 
original, the Silent Clearing Order, the main family’s Byouinzaka Meiro said 
to be a misanthrope. 

Speaking of similarities. 

I’d heard that the main family’s Meiro-san enjoyed deduction games 
where she pretended to be a detective—however, what about me? 

After all, this was my first time experiencing something of the sort. I 
wasn’t sure where I stood and how I felt about the situation. However, if I 
shared this quality with my original—this situation might’ ve been perfect for 
me. 

Putting the suspicions cast on me aside, it shouldn’t be hard for the first 
person to come in contact with the corpse to (seamlessly) remain close to the 
center of the case. Which meant that, if I were to deduce the culprit myself, it 
wouldn’t really come off as unnatural. 

Then, as I was starting to devise plans internally, Kushinaka-sensei threw 
a sneaky glance at me. Hmm. Could he tell? 

Actually, Kushinaka-sensei might have acutely picked up on this hidden 
preference of mine and gotten me involved—no, let me get involved with this 
case on purpose. That thought emerged in my mind. 

It was a misconception to begin with. 

A misconception. 

An assumption. 

And—a presumption. 

This doesn’t only apply to Kushinaka-sensei; every time someone acts 
thoughtfully to someone else, that’s not even a fantasy—it’s a mere delusion. 

And— 

I knew that well-enough to be sick of it. 


I knew that to a sickening degree. 


After all, even if I considered solving the mystery of this murder , my feel- 
ings originated from something wholly unrelated to the tragedy that befell 


Kigi-sensei. 


Detailing the administrative procedure that ensued wouldn’t really be en- 
tertaining, so I’1l keep it brief and simple. 

First, granting Kushinaka-sensei his request (or rather, ‘obediently fol- 
lowing his scheme’), I reported the situation to the principal —which mostly 
entailed describing Kigi-sensei’s pitiful dangling state in the second gymna- 
sium. (I couldn’t bring myself to call his state ‘ridiculous.’ Even I can be con- 
siderate sometimes.) 

Needless to say, I needed a few excuses to fill the gaps. 

That alone wasn’t quite sufficient. 

I simply couldn’t avoid the question of why a temporary teacher visited 
the second gymnasium, totally unrelated to their duties, only to discover a 
corpse inside—that’s even more odd than Kushinaka-sensei’s presence 
there. 

Of course it would be odd. 

It was just a lie. 

However, Kushinaka-sensei had come up with a suitable excuse for me: 

“Normally Kigi-sensei is always in the staff room at this hour, but not to- 
day so I got worried, headed out, and started searching; however, I got lost 
and somehow ended up in front of the second gymnasium I’m not really fa- 
miliar with. There, I peered through the small window on a whim and spotted 
Kigi-sensei.” 

As someone with a close relationship with the speaker— myself—I can as- 
sure you they had no idea Kigi-sensei was ‘always in the classroom at this 
hour,’ and would definitely never ‘get worried,’ ‘head out,’ nor ‘start search- 
ing.’ However, that being said, ‘getting lost’ and ‘not being familiar with the 
place,’ as well as ‘somehow ended up somewhere,’ aren’t far removed from 


the actual experience of a temporary teacher. ‘Peering through the window 


on a whim?’ is questionable, but it should be relatively easy to accept as the 
action of someone in the process of searching for an individual. 

The second gymnasium was almost never locked, so me entering it fol- 
lowing that shouldn’t be a subject of contention either. 

Transforming the inevitability of being summoned by Kushinaka- sensei 
into a pure coincidence is quite the amazing feat. By the way, Kushinaka- 
sensei didn’t forget to make me erase my phone’s e-mail. That message was 
encrypted to begin with, so it wouldn’t have caused any problems even if left 
undeleted, but better safe than sorry. 

I was kind of thinking like a criminal... 

I’d leave dealing with that to a later me. 

Also of note, it took almost no time for Kushinaka-sensei to produce that 
eloquent excuse, which might very well indicate that he’d gone through a 
similar process himself, leading to the discovery of Kigi-sensei’s corpse—of 
course, I wasn’t naive enough to think that way. 

If anything, the fact that he could come up with such an idea was actually 
sufficient proof that it was not his reason for being there. 

It was purely my personal and, in a way, prejudiced opinion, but I was 
quite certain of it— saying that my soul was telling me that would sound spir- 
itual and all, but that would have been less convincing. 

Still, that’s how it was. 

Think whatever you want of me. 

Anyway, after that. 

Everything progressed quickly—an emergency staff meeting was held 
during the fourth period, not even waiting for the lunch break. All the classes, 
except for the ones that couldn’t be moved no matter what, were turned into 
free study periods. That clued the students onto the fact that something 
must’ve happened, but they would learn about it quite soon anyway. The 
principal must’ve thought that it would be meaningless to try and preserve 
the school’s ‘honor’ in this situation. 


15 teachers had gathered in the meeting room. 


Added to that, the principal and the two vice principals. 

A total of 18 people. 

I was included in that number—in normal times it would be debatable 
whether a temporary teacher, an outsider, deserved to take a seat in the 
meeting room (Senzai All-Girls Academy is pretty fussy about that, being a 
private school with traditions and social rules), but I was the ‘first person to 
discover the corpse’ this time around, so nobody questioned my presence. 

The meeting was held promptly. 

I was taken aback by everyone’s readiness. 

Normally—well, pretty much everywhere, ‘meetings’ are places where 
sterile arguments unfold. However, that didn’t apply with a strict time limit. 

If it came to light that we neglected contacting public institutions as soon 
as possible, the academy’s reputation would be greatly hurt—no matter how 
one looked at it, that corpse was the result of a murder, so calling the police 
was a must. 

Leaving a sizable amount of time before calling the police wouldn’t be in 
the school’s best interests. 

The media would feast on that information. 

You get the point. 

Turns out, people were using their brains while I was contemplating how 
similar the spelling of ‘status’ and ‘statue’ were. 

Well, everyone was a teacher here—in other words, adults. Of course they 
were saddened by Kigi-sensei’s death (needless to say, I didn’t think that ap- 
plied to Kushinaka-sensei), but they needed to keep that grief to themselves 
as they united and thought about what the academy should do now. 

They had two things to protect. 

The school’s honor and the children’s school life. 

Surprisingly, in this case the emphasis was put on the latter—since Senzai 
Academy had a lot of students from high up, so that directly tied into protect- 
ing the former as well. 


However, we didn’t have a concrete plan. 


We couldn’t hide nor erase the fact that a murdered corpse had been found 
within the academy’s premises. There wasn’t much agency at all to be had in 
dealing with that. 

And our limited options weren’t necessarily the best ones either, in this 
case. 

Either way, the school wouldn’t come out unscathed. 

In away, this meeting held to choose between a deep anda shallow wound, 
might actually fall under the standard definition of an infertile discussion. 

Then— 

One authoritative voice emerged and put an end to the infertile quarrel. 
Usually this would come from the management, but that wasn’t the case 
here—the source was a teacher: Kushinaka-sensei. 

“Then, let’s do this,” he said. 

Standing up and speaking with exaggerated gestures. 

“Since there’s no doubt that Kigi-sensei passed away due to some un- 
fortunate accident—let’s not delay contacting the police any longer. We can 
leave them to the principal and vice principals’ care while, separately, we or- 
ganize a quick explanation to the students. We would likely have to hold a 
general meeting during lunch break. After all—and don’t forget this is the 
opinion of a make-believe counselor—taking care of our students’ mental 
health is of the utmost importance. Kigi-sensei was a splendid teacher who 
cared for his students, so many will be hurt by learning of what happened to- 
day—please leave the support needed on that front to me. I bet it will be tough 
on all accounts, but that is my job. I will discuss the details with Ekino- sensei, 
our school nurse, later. For the moment, we should hurriedly cancel the af- 
ternoon classes and send the students straight home after explaining every- 
thing to them. We shouldn’t let them interact with the police for the time be- 
ing—they will eventually be heard during the investigation either way, but 
we ought to give them time to prepare themselves mentally. And if you may 


allow me to suggest what the plans for tomorrow would be, I think holding 


the classes as normal would be the best possible solution available to us pres- 
ently. Closing the entire school because of a mischief would merely disturb 
our students even more—and nobody amongst the teaching staff wishes for 
that, surely. Most importantly, Kigi-sensei wouldn’t have wished for that. 
Not to mention the third years have their college exams coming up soon... 
They say that preserving an unchanging routine is the best way to heal one’s 
heart. If this idea runs into any problems down the line, we can come up with 
ways around them when needed. How does that suit everyone?” 

And a meaningless question to top it off. 

How eloquent could this guy get? 

Even if he could fool the ‘teaching staff’s’ ears, he couldn’t fool mine— 
the further into his speech he got, the less Kushinaka-sensei cared about his 
own opinion he was voicing. The only reason he took so long is to, as they say, 
hide a tree in the forest. 

What Kushinaka- sensei wanted to emphasize here—no. 

What he wanted to seamlessly implant into everyone’s subconscious 
without emphasizing—was the presumption that Kigi-sensei’s death was an 
accident and not a murder. 

I was so appalled by the words coming out of his mouth after all the claims 
involving murders and culprits he’d maintained in the second gymnasium 
that my jaw literally dropped. 

His stance wasn’t ‘let’s say it was an accident.’ 

No, he imprinted onto everyone that it was an accident. 

These sound similar, but are quite different. 

Genuinely believing in it or not will obviously result in different attitudes 
when interacting with the outside world—acting to protect the school’s 
honor and acting what the person considers to be the normal course of action 
given the circumstances lead to differing nuances noticeable even on the sur- 


face level. 


It’s similar to the difference between being sensible and upright, but an- 
yway, now you can see why Kushinaka- sensei talked about Kigi-sensei car- 
ing for his students or even, towards the end, him not wishing for classes to 
be canceled and all that random stuff despite Kushinaka-sensei’s attitude in 
the second gymnasium making it clear that he didn’t know Kigi-sensei that 
well—it was all for that sake. 

A shrewd psychological manipulation—wouldn’t be an apt description, 
however. 

From a specialist’s perspective, his methods were infantile. 

However, even so, only a few people have the guts to use such manipula- 
tion techniques in their daily lives—as that is a taboo in relationships. These 
methods belong to conmen, not to respectable people. They say one needs 
more guts than skill in order to cheat, and indeed, in this one instance 
Kushinaka-sensei embodied a splendid gambler. 

This is further proof that Kushinaka-sensei didn’t see his interlocutors — 
in this case, both the principal and the teachers—as equals. 

Though it wasn’t clear whether he saw them as superior or inferior to 
himself. 

All in all, aside from the subtle induction, Kushinaka-sensei’s proposal 
was mostly sensible, so there wasn’t much to rebut—of course further de- 
bates would have been sparked if we had the time for it, but this wasn’t the 
case here. 

It almost felt like Kushinaka-sensei had taken that into consideration 
when deciding to speak at length—but no, this one was probably me reading 
too much into it. 

I seemed to be interpreting Kushinaka-sensei’s actions with the assump- 
tion there was a layer of malice behind them. And while that was probably 
spot-on for the most part, reading too deeply into it might actually make it 
easier to fall in his traps. 


Well, either way— 


This arguments’ last word was quite a lengthy one, but Kushinaka- 
sensei’s suggestions were successfully integrated and carried out. 

As part of that, it was somehow decided I would be helping Kushinaka- 
sensei with his work... Well, to be brief, I’ll just say that the general meeting 
held during lunch break went over without any accident. Essentially, 
Kushinaka-sensei stated the truth with enough eloquence to easily become a 
politician, just as he’d done in the staff meeting, except to an audience of stu- 
dents ten to twenty times bigger than the previous one. 

He really looked the part. 

Still— 

That certainly didn’t mean he should become a politician. 

The nation would crumble. 

Following that, the afternoon classes were canceled as planned, and the 
students were sent home—this would earn us a severe warning from public 
institutions, but I bet that was part of Kushinaka-sensei’s calculations. Only 
the management would be warned anyway, not Kushinaka- sensei, the source 
of the idea. 

Of course, the students going home didn’t mean we teachers could do the 
Same—as adults, we had to answer the police’s interrogation. 

And yet another natural consequence—when the police arrived at Kigi- 
sensei’s hanging corpse and saw how bizarre a death it was, they began in- 
vestigating both the hypotheses of a homicide and an accident, but due to the 
school side claiming (being deluded into thinking) that it was an accident, 
naturally, the investigation was disturbed for a short while. 

They would wait on the autopsy to decide on the cause of death, but when 
they took the body off the basketball hoop, there didn’t seem to be any no- 
ticeable exterior wounds on Kigi-sensei’s body. 

Well, I’d reached that conclusion from afar due to being a specialist in the 
field, even though it wasn’t my current job, but putting it another way— 


Kushinaka-sensei’s unreasonable assertion might’ve worked only because it 


had my backup. That being said, the police’s brash interrogation of me as the 
first to discover the corpse required a fair amount of resilience. 

I couldn’t tell you how many times I considered confessing that the actual 
first person to come across it was Kushinaka-sensei and not me. However, 
with the lie out in the open, I now had to persevere through it. It worked like 
an antlion pit, kind of. I wished they’d give me a break. 

“Byouinzaka? That sounds familiar...” 

Well— 

When one of the officers in charge of interrogating me suddenly muttered 
this halfway through it, I did panic a little. (To be clear, this is not foreshad- 
owing for me having a brother working at the police. I wasn’t driving a 
Soarer.') 

After that painful interrogation, I couldn’t get in the mood for the deduc- 
tion game so I quickly went home that night, barely even informing 
Kushinaka-sensei, and fell asleep—however, I sadly have to admit this 
wasn’t the shrewdest decision, definitely not worthy of one belonging to the 
Byouinzaka family. 

The next day— 

When I woke up, I’d received one e-mail on my phone—the sender was 
Kushinaka-sensei. Having low blood pressure, I didn’t handle being woken 
up in my sleep well (by the way, I know through my education that having low 
blood pressure and being bad at waking up aren’t as closely-related as they 
are thought to be. Accept this as me simply using a well-known idiom), so I 
always put my phone on silent mode before sleeping—but since this time I 
was woken up by its vibration, it didn’t make much of a difference. 

Here’s what his message said: 

“Come to school early if pos” 


These 27 characters. 


' A popular car used by the police notably in TV drama series. 


The end of the sentence was cut up—and the need to kindly interpret it as 
him writing in a hurry didn’t arise in me one bit. 

It seems— 

It seems he’s planning on making me the first discoverer again—that thought 


popped in my mind. 


How should I put it...that looked like a corpse, had skin like a corpse’s, was 
languid like a corpse, had a stance like a corpse’s, was as unmoving as a 
corpse, and was a corpse-like corpse. 

I knew that corpse’s name. 

Tsuugami Kimomo. 

A home economics teacher. 

...But don’t take it that every subsequent chapter will start by introducing 
a corpse—two or three times would be tolerable but doing it every single time 
would get boring quickly. 

It would be really tedious. 

I mean, even on the second time it’s already tedious. 

Now, here’s the part where I, Byouinzaka Meiro, suddenly reminisce 
about a conversation I’d once had. My exchange with the cat-eyed girl from 
the main Byouinzaka family. 14 years have passed since it took place, so the 
details might not be the most accurate, but I’m confident the gist of it was 
something like this: 

“The most dangerous person I’ve met? Hmm, that’s an amusing question, 
collateral Meiro-chan—by the way, it’s crucial to note that, in this particular 
case, I’m not using ‘amusing’ with the connotation of ‘funny.’ Still, that 
question is most fitting for you, it’s the perfect fit indeed, collateral Meiro- 
chan. I had my eyes on your original for some time—how should I put it, I felt 
like we could get along. The issue however, is that even if we could get along, 
we couldn’t converse—you see, with how taciturn that girl was, I have never, 
in the strictest sense of the term, had a conversation with Meiro-chan. And I 
doubt I’m alone in that—I bet she’s never had a conversation with anyone. 
Ah, excuse me, my framing might have caused you to misunderstand some- 
thing; she wasn’t especially fond of me or anything—if anything, she ab- 


horred me. It’s fascinating how one human can manage to hate another to 


that degree, truly. Well, I do have a hunch as to where that hate might origi- 
nate from, but now isn’t the right time so please look forward to the next vol- 
ume for that. Still, I truly feel blessed that the collateral Meiro-chan is willing 
to have a normal conversation with me, unlike the main Meiro-chan. Ex- 
changing words back and forth is the most important part of human interac- 
tion—also, maybe most importantly, with every member of the main 
Byouinzaka family being insane, talking with a collateral Byouinzaka from 
time to time makes for a great respite—a good comfort. You might be a 
backup, but you are still yourself; you are yourself but also the original 
Byouinzaka Meiro who possesses the original’s thoughts and the original’s 
likings. However, there is one thing I want to make clear. The most dangerous 
individual I have met in life would be your original, the main family’s 
Byouinzaka Meiro...not.” 

That was all in one go. 

All of that without stuttering once. 

She put out sentences at a frightening pace. 

If I were to quote her accurately the result would likely be a few times 
longer, but personally I’m totally fine with leaving the lost details as lost. 

By the way, I have not asked that cat-eyed girl who uses the boyish pro- 
noun ‘boku’ despite being a girl the question ‘Who is the most dangerous 
person amongst all the people you’ve met?’ 

She started speaking on her own. 

I was a teenager back then and in a period where I wanted to act more adult 
than I was, so I wished she’d stop calling me ‘Meiro-chan,’ but alas the cat- 
eyed girl bludgeoned me with words before I could get a chance to object to it. 

It made me realize anew that the main branch Byouinzakas don’t play on 
the same field; however, I would later learn that this cognition was mis- 
taken—she was probably the most decent weirdo of the main Byouinzaka 
family. 

She was one layer removed from the other main Byouinzaka members at 


least in the sense that she knew herself to be a weirdo. 


That being said, a weirdo remains a weirdo. 

A relative comparison still doesn’t erase that fact. 

And thus, the weirdo resumed speaking. 

If my memory serves right, it went something like this: 

“Tf we are to rank dangerousness I would be damned if I didn’t actively 
bring up the name of my beloved friend Hitsuuchi Samatoki-kun—however, 
a few conditions need to be met for his to shine. A conditional dangerousness 
isn’t quite as potent as it sounds. Also, to begin with, he’s an exceedingly 
considerate and safe person if handled correctly. Ultimately, he would only 
occupy spot number two or three on the podium of dangerous individuals. 
Hmm, which means—though I’m not thrilled about it, I guess I have no 
choice but to mention Choushi-kun’s name. Kushinaka Choushi-kun. He is 
the most dangerous of all.” 

I was made aware of the name Kushinaka Choushi as well as how fright- 
ening he was. Although this was the first instance of me hearing about him, 
well, this wasn’t even a subject I’d started, so I quickly shoved that away ina 
corner of my mind and only recalled it right after being transferred to Senzai 
All-Girls Academy. And indeed, that cat-eyed girl hit the bullseye. 

Kushinaka Choushi. 

He was the most dangerous of all. 

He was more risky than anyone else. 

Dreadful upon dreadful upon dreadful. 

At first, I was amazed at how someone as dangerous as him could still be 
leading a standard life in society—but now, I know that it’s simply because 
he doesn’t do anything. 

Kushinaka Choushi doesn’t do anything. 

Not as an exaggeration. 


Not as an overstatement. 


He really doesn’t do anything. 


Instead—he makes other people do things. 


No shogi player would barge into enemy territory alone; they instead aim 
for the king by moving the pieces available to them. In this sense, he lives in 
a different dimension. 

... How must that feel? 

To be all alone, to live in a separate world of your own—honestly, I 
couldn’t fathom it. 

Humans are formed by existing on equal terms to the people around them. 

The idiom ‘walk with the wise and become wise’ is correct. 

Birds of a feather do flock together as well. 

Bitter enemies might also happen to be in the same boat. 

And too many cooks may indeed spoil the broth. 

The point is, humans are social animals who can’t live on their own— 
wouldn’t ‘humans can’t live on their own’ be the most cliché line, actually? 

However — it was a fact. 

An undeniable fact. 

No matter how brilliant a genius may be, that doesn’t mean anything 
without the presence of others to observe that talent. Uhh, to make a simple 
analogy, let’s take a slugger who hits 100 home runs a year. His impressive 
hitting rates wouldn’t be of any use without a baseball team to hire him— 
that’s what I mean. 

Humans are too weak, both in body and mind, to live as wildly as animals; 
on the other hand, they are too greedy, both in body and mind, to live as 
peacefully as plants. 

Living in solitude— 

Dying in isolation— 

Existing in seclusion — 

These are basically impossible in modern society. Now, you might be 
wondering why I’m treading such an obvious subject in a know-it-all fash- 
ion, but the crucial part of the story is what comes now; even for something 
so natural, there are naturally exceptions. 


Solitude, isolation, and seclusion. 


There is a way to make them a reality. 

It’s basically impossible—but not entirely. 

My conjecture here is that this man, Kushinaka Choushi, found a way to 
accomplish this complex task. 

Cutting all ties to one’s surroundings isn’t an easy task by any means in 
modern society— it’s harder not to make friends, lovers, and family. 

Of course, it’s also harder not to make enemies. 

Connections sprout on their own. 

They form automatically. 

One needs mental strength and toughness. 

Resilience is required first and foremost. 

... Though Kushinaka Choushi’s apparent resilience seems too fragile to be 
anything but a joke. 

I remembered by association. 

That girl. 

That cat-eyed girl had told me: 

“Tf, by some trick of destiny, you were to encounter Choushi-kun—col- 
lateral Meiro-chan, I suggest you play a game of shogi with him. That is sure 
to elucidate just what kind of person he is.” 

What a useful tip, I’d challenge him to a match one of these days. 

Though that would have to wait for after this whole situation was settled. 

Getting back on topic. 

The second crime scene was the music room. 

The times being what they are, even private all-girls schools can’t go 
against the trend of result-oriented studies nowadays, usually leaving artis- 
tic subjects neglected. So Senzai All-Girls Academy doesn’t have music clas- 
ses, and our orchestra club is pretty much failing to stay afloat, unfortu- 
nately. Therefore, just like with the second gymnasium, this room apparently 
didn’t see much use. 

So the disused music room happily turned into a glorious murder scene. 


.... Happily’ was over the line, I’m taking it back. 


It wasn’t in the best taste. 

However, I would be overjoyed if you interpreted it as the consequence of 
the influence such an unrealistic and detached situation can have over nor- 
mal people like me. 

Are you aware of what a grand piano is? 

As its name indicates, it’s a large, three-legged piano easily weighing over 
200 kilos. 

Here, such a piano was flipped upside-down—crushing someone under- 
neath. 

It almost looked as though the piano had moved on its own will and de- 
voured a human, that’s how picturesque it was—that’s how unrealistic it 
was. 

And the identity of the person crushed underneath was the home econom- 
ics teacher Tsuugami-sensei. 

Unlike in Kigi-sensei’s case, the body was visibly injured. 

Also, the music room’s felt carpet was dyed dark-red with a sticky liq- 
uid—either blood or smashed organs. 

It smelled terrible. 

The room’s walls were soundproof, but, I wondered, were they also odor- 
proof? 

Well, given that one of the music room’s few instruments ended up in this 
state, it would be completely ill- placed to worry about its surroundings. 

“Really lacking in aesthetics, isn’t it? It feels like they did the bare mini- 
mum to pull off the murder,” Kushinaka-sensei said, after a long moment of 
silence. Naturally, I wasn’t looking at Tsuugami-sensei’s corpse alone, I was 
with Kushinaka-sensei, sadly, as a matter of course. 

To be more accurate, I’d been summoned by Kushinaka-sensei, found 
him waiting for me at the school gate, and was led by him to this room. 

By the way— 

The music room’s lock had been destroyed. 


It had been totaled by a hammer or something of the sort. 


Initially Iassumed Kushinaka-sensei had done that, but apparently not— 
he said it was like this from the start. 

Then, thinking normally... 

The one who destroyed it—should be the culprit. 

Tsuugami-sensei’s murderer. 

“The bare minimum: It sure doesn’t seem that way to me,” I said. 

Tilting my head in a somewhat overexaggerated fashion. 

Then followed with, 

“T can’t imagine how much effort it would take to flip such a large piano. 
Personally, I’ve never seen a flipped grand piano in my entire life. The bare 
minimum wouldn’t require such tremendous work to be pulled off.” 

It wasn’t in my intention to qualify it as aesthetic either, but, at the very 
least—it didn’t look like ‘the bare minimum’ to me. 

Or maybe Kushinaka- sensei and I were seeing two wholly different scen- 
eries? 

“Don’t get me wrong, Byouinzaka-sensei, I’m talking about direction. 
Like, this is the school’s music room, wouldn’t it be proper to set up a BGM? 
That’s how I meant it. For example...” 

Kushinaka-sensei pointed at the storage shelves in the back of the room. 

They were displaying recording mediums nowaday’s students probably 
only recognize as antiques. 

“..Don’t you think picking a classical song from there and playing it on 
loop would have been a more proper directing decision?” 

“Direction, huh. I couldn’t tell you.” 

I tilted my head further. 

Not because I wanted to refute his words; if I were to borrow his words, I 
just genuinely couldn’t wrap my head around Kushinaka-sensei’s aesthetics. 

“T find it a tad too cliché, it’s like something you’d see in a TV drama. If 
you add BGM onto it people will assume it’s a theatrical crime influenced by 


movies and such.” 


“That’s where our opinions split, I guess—though I’m not against that 
word, theatrical crime. I much prefer it to ‘amusement crime’ at least. Any- 
way, Byouinzaka-sensei. This room already has a strong visual and olfactory 
impact, that’s why I’m of the mind that an additional auditory stimulation 
would be just right,” Kushinaka-sensei said, not paying too much care to my 
argument. 

Then— 

“That being said, since they didn’t receive music classes—I guess I must 
overlook this imperfection,” he added. 

He— 

He said it in a confident tone, but not as a conclusion reached after much 
cogitation—he simply mouthed what he thought to be evident. It came out so 
naturally I might just have missed it if I wasn’t paying attention. 

Therefore, at this point in time, I wasn’t that bothered by it—I just felt a 
slight twinge in my mind. It was faint, the sort of thing you only understand 
as foreshadowing on a reread. However, I don’t want any blame for it. I’m not 
heartless enough to stay completely unfazed in front of an acquaintance’s 
corpse— especially when it was the second I was seeing in two days. 

I wasn’t Kushinaka-sensei. 

Don’t put us in the same basket. 

“Say, Byouinzaka-sensei...” he called out without facing me. “This might 
indeed have just been a difference in opinions—however, if possible, I would 
like you to answer my next question with an open mind.” 

“T’m always open-minded.” 

This was a total lie. 

A situational reply. 

“What is it?” 

“Do you think this is a serial murder?” 

“Of course it is.” 

I answered on the spot. 


That question was quite lackluster given the preface. 


It didn’t even need to be put into words. 

“Two corpses were found on the same premises two days in a row—any 
amount of thought would lead you to realize this is a serial murder. Of course, 
if Kigi-sensei’s death was an accident like you claimed yesterday, that 
doesn’t apply.” 

Noticing the sarcastic inflection in my tone, Kushinaka-sensei said “You 
don’t pull your punches, huh” with a sad expression. 

He really looked saddened. 

As if I was the bad guy here. 

“That was simply the best way to handle it back then during the meeting. 
If I knew there would be yet another corpse the next day, I would obviously 
have employed a different strategy. I’m not sure why you hold me in such 
high regard, Byouinzaka-sensei, but I’m not scheming anything nor have I 
foreseen everything that will happen.” 

“Really? I hope that’s the case—I really do. But you being the first person 
to notice the corpse two days in a row would make anyone suspicious, even 
people less in-the-know than me.” 

“T didn’t discover the corpse yesterday, though, you did, Byouinzaka- 
sensei.” 

He really said that. 

This is what it means to push all your problems onto others and act like 
it’s none of your business. I wanted to scream out how painful yesterday’s 
interrogation was to get through—luckily, this room was soundproof. 

“Well, still—to be frank, I had a feeling this would turn into a serial mur- 
der.” 

However, Kushinaka-sensei’s seamless follow up rendered me speech- 
less, preventing me from screaming my feelings out. 

He...had a feeling this would happen? 

What?! 


“But I really wasn’t expecting it to happen nearly this fast. I was taken 
aback. When I came to the academy early this morning, it was merely out of 
precaution, I—” 

“y-you said—you had a feeling it would turn into a serial murdet...?” 

“Mn? Oh, yeah.” 

Kushinaka-sensei nodded multiple times. 

He showed no signs of it being a slip of the tongue or anything of the 
sort—he acted as though he’d said what he meant to say. 

“Well, to be more precise, this already was a serial murder— however, I 
have no way of preventing it on my own, you see. Anywhom, what shall we do 
about this—it’s quite problematic. I personally want something to be done 
about it, but I’m not sure how exactly to approach it.” 

“.1 think I’ve lost you on the way... What do you mean, are you aware of 
some secret information?” 

“Calling it a secret would be blowing it out of proportion, but yes, I am 
‘aware’ of some inside information. Otherwise I wouldn’t have found the 
corpses first twice in a row.” 

Yet again, anything goes with him. 

He didn’t hesitate a second in going back on his own words. 

Actually, he might not even remember his previous claim. 

“Even so...no matter how we go about it, I would appreciate your cooper- 
ation in this, Byouinzaka-sensei.” 

“Why me?” 

I asked back on reflex. 

My emotions probably oozed out of me. 

“No real reason.” 

Kushinaka-sensei, however, replied in anonchalant manner (making me 
deeply aware that his ‘sad expression’ from earlier was merely a whim) 

“Tt’s not exactly a matter of intention, rather, it’s simply about a choice 
made based on nostalgia. This might sound like a mere lie to your ears, but I 


look back fondly on my student days—being an adult who failed to graduate. 


The simple act of reminiscing about the time I played detective alongside 
Byouinzaka-senpai, your model, fills my heart with joy.” 

ane 

That was—surely a lie. 

Thad the tendency of taking everything Kushinaka-sensei said as a lie, but 
that’s not what was at play here—that’s not why I thought so. 

After all— 

I’d been informed of the events. 

This isn’t what that case should mean to Kushinaka-sensei. 

Reminiscing nostalgically— 

Looking back fondly on— 

Being filled with joy—none of this should happen. 

“Also, your wisdom would be of great help, Byouinzaka-sensei.” 

“1 keep telling you not to overestimate me. I’m merely collateral, a 
backup. I’m nowhere as high-spec as the main Byouinzaka you know of.” 

“Aren’t you an associate professor at your young age?” 

“Yeah, because I know some people,” I boasted. 

In reality, connections aren’t really useful to get ajob as an associate pro- 
fessor, but saying this would make it easier on me in the future. 

I was sick of having expectations placed on me just because I was a 
Byouinzaka. I wanted to quickly get married or do whatever it took to change 
this name. 

“Speaking of my middle school days.” 

There— 

Kushinaka-sensei suddenly—as though he’d just recalled—started tell- 
ing me about this. 

“T once dug a pitfall as a prank. It was about one-meter deep—and ulti- 
mately I got bored and gave up halfway through, but thinking about it now, I 
don’t remember if anyone ever filled it up.” 


«2 What is your point?” 


“Well, I’m just wondering if that pitfall is still lying there, its mouth wide 
open in wait for someone to fall in... It gives me mixed feelings. For example, 
let’s say a middle school sportsgirl with big ambitions for her future were to 
fall in that hole. Even if that wouldn’t kill her, what if she sprained her ankle 
and missed her chance to participate in a big tournament—and her life de- 
railed because of it. What if she goes off the rails and becomes a hooligan?” 

“Hooligan...” 

“Sometimes I imagine these sorts of scenarios in bed before falling asleep. 
It doesn’t put me in the mood to have a peaceful slumber by any means.” 

“No, hold on, hooligan...?” 

Icouldn’t tell if his imagination was wild or poor. 

Well— 

Setting his choice of words aside, I could understand his point for once. 

That being said—why bring that up now of all times? Since it was about 
middle school I assumed it would somehow connect back to my original, to 
Byouinzaka Meiro-san, but... 

“On the other hand, even if I headed back now to fill that hole, I don’t re- 
member its exact location—and if I’m not careful, I might fill up a pitfall 
that’s not mine. Ultimately, you can never take back something you’ve done, 
regrets and changes of heart are futile—that’s what it comes down to.” 

“Huh...regrets and changes of heart are futile, is it?” 

“Exactly. However—” 

Kushinaka-sensei said, 

An overly-serious expression on his face. 

“Starting anew—isn’t futile.” 

Not regrets, 

Nor changes of hearts, 

But— starting anew. 

“Especially for young people.” 

“.That’s a really interesting topic, Kushinaka-sensei, but we don’t have 


the time for it, so could we speak of something more concrete now?” I said. 


I was of course concerned about the time, but also—I’d realized I was get- 
ting sucked in by Kushinaka-sensei’s conversational tricks of him telling 
something intelligible in a way that made sure it didn’t make sense to me. 

“T’ve already lied once and claimed to be the first to have discovered Kigi- 
sensei—I’m not going to change my mind and feign ignorance now. So 
please, I’m not even against listening to your tales of nostalgia—that is, if 
these feelings of yours are genuine—however, right now, I need to know 
what we’re going to do.” 

“What do you mean by this?” 

“T’m through it. You won’t get me to say I discovered Tsuugami-sensei 
first this time.” 

I wanted to put this out before he could say anything. 

Helping him was one thing, but being used was out of the question. 

No thanks. 

“That would just be too suspicious— that being said, you’re not willing to 
play that role yourself, are you? Because of your status and whatnot.” 

From what he’d just said it didn’t seem to be just that, but— anyhow, 
Kushinaka-sensei didn’t want to stand out. 

“Right. Well, I’ve taken enough pictures, shall we withdraw?” he said af- 
ter some thinking. “Ideally I’d have liked for you to pull off the same stunt 
and stay involved with the case to retrieve substantially more information 
than I would otherwise obtain, but fine.” 

“So that really was your plan, huh.” 

“T was going to ask just in case—though I knew you’d refuse. I don’t want 
to be tripped up because of this anyway. I feel sorry for Tsuugami-sensei, but 
let’s pretend we haven’t seen anything.” 

He phrased it in many ways, but essentially he wanted to leave and act like 
nothing had happened. He’d made it look like he’d reached that conclusion 
after thinking it through, but considering he’d told me, “Please put on these 
gloves. Also, don’t touch anything,” when entering the music room, he had 


this planned from the very beginning. 


‘Just in case.’ 

What a convenient expression. 

Well, I didn’t need to oppose him. 

This was a good idea. 

“But then, who else will end up reporting about Tsuugami-sensei?” 

“T bet it will happen during the day. Tsuugami-sensei was present during 
yesterday’s staff meeting—which means the murder happened after that. 
Timewise, it probably was after when classes would normally end, I’d say. 
With a teacher not coming home nor attending work—the academy will have 
to start searching for them.” 

Pll call it now and say he’ll be found out before lunch break—Kushinaka- 
sensei made a prediction. 

By the way, this prediction would later hit the bullseye, but since I couldn’t 
have known at the time, I just nodded with an uninterested “Really?” 

Nodding didn’t cost anything. 

In response to this, 

“Also, Byouinzaka-sensei, I want to give you a quiz. Please come up with 
an answer by lunch break.” 

“Huh?” 

A quiz? 

“Yes, a quiz.” 

Kushinaka-sensei didn’t wait for a reaction—and asked: 

“The teacher who passed away in the music classroom, Tsuugami-sensei, 
was the basketball club’s advisor. And Kigi-sensei, who passed away yester- 
day in the second gymnasium was technically the orchestra club’s advisor, 
though the club is on the verge of extinction with no active members. So what 
do you think, don’t you find it weird? Don’t you think that Tsuugami-sensei, 
the basketball club’s advisor, should’ve been hanging from that basketball 
hoop, while Kigi-sensei, the orchestra club’s advisor, should have been 


crushed under that piano—that this is how they originally should have 


been? Solving this faint yet decisive contradiction should lead to solving this 


case—that’s my prediction.” 


I, however, solved the question Kushinaka- sensei had asked with an air of 
self-importance much before the lunch break. Actually, I did it on the spot — 
immediately. 

It was simply a matter of stature. 

Kigi-sensei, the first victim, was quite small in stature while Tsuugami- 
sensei, the second victim, well, let’s just say that the reality was as one would 
expect from a basketball advisor; despite that cute first name, Kimomo, Tsu- 
ugami-sensei was pretty imposing. 

But why does that matter? Exactly, it’s because of Kigi-sensei’s corpse 
hanging off the basketball hoop in the second gymnasium like bird prey im- 
paled on a branch—to display the corpse as such, the victim absolutely needs 
to be small. 

Firstly, so the hoop can hold the body without breaking—since (obvi- 
ously) the rings aren’t created to support an entire human body. Apparently, 
if a player dunks and keeps holding onto the ring, it can fall off under that 
weight. In other words, the culprit couldn’t have put together that ridiculous 
scene with Tsuugami-sensei instead of Kigi-sensei. 

Secondly, before even considering the ring, it was a matter of the culprit’s 
arm and body strength. Helped by a ladder or not, hanging a human body off 
a ring takes quite a huge amount of calories. To me, though it didn’t reach the 
scale of pyramid -building, that work was on par with sculpting a moai—well, 
just talking impression-wise. So the lighter the victim, the better—the less 
work has to be put in. 

“T expected no less from you, Byouinzaka-sensei. You sure are 
Byouinzaka-senpai’s backup...” 

Kushinaka-sensei praised me by raising both hands. 

What flimsy praises. 

They didn’t make me happy one bit. 


However, Kushinaka-sensei paid no heed to my total lack of reaction and 
continued, 

‘“... see no issue with leaving the detective role to you, then.” 

The detective role. 

I found that phrasing weird. 

But I decided not to mind it. 

By the way, I didn’t say any more than I did above to Kushinaka-sensei 
(though he surely already knew since he came up with the quiz), but depend- 
ing on how you looked at it, that simple answer indeed brought us closer to 
solving the case. 

At least, it gave us information on the culprit. 

Which is, that they are pragmatic to some extent—as Kushinaka-sensei 
had pointed out, though I’m not sure I would call it ‘how it should have been,’ 
the case would have looked better by putting some more effort in and having 
Tsuugami-sensei be the first victim and Kigi-sensei the second. 

At least, I didn’t see any contradiction with that. 

It should be pretty logical. 

Unless they had a reason to kill Kigi-sensei first, the culprit prioritized 
making the ‘corpse hanging off a basketball hoop’ picture a reality—which 
actually meant it didn’t matter that much who was getting killed for it. 

So if both murders had been planned from the onset, killing Tsuugami- 
sensei first would increase the overall quality of the deed—however, they 
didn’t do that. 

They chose the easy way. 

The path of least resistance. 

... That being said, I still had to qualify the term pragmatic with ‘to some 
extent’ —to begin with, pragmatic people don’t commit murder. At least, not 
under Japanese law. 

And someone completely logical wouldn’t hang a corpse off a ring nor flip 
a grand piano. 


These hold no logical meaning. 


But putting it another way, it means that, even if that meant putting ina 
ton of effort, they had a reason for wanting to crush someone under a grand 
piano—which sounds way more exhausting than hanging Tsuugami-sensei 
off a basketball hoop—though that reason was as of yet unknown. 

To begin with, I couldn’t imagine a good reason to hang anyone off a hoop. 

...Also, I should put it out, this deduction is extremely rough and has a big 
flaw. 

It intentionally excludes the probability of ‘the plan just gradually eroded 
and this is what came out of it at the end’ that is realistically the most plau- 
sible. In other words, it is a very mystery-novel-like deduction which lacks 
realism. 

Lacking realism. 

Well, if we’re talking about realism, finding a corpse at school two days in 
a row is certainly devoid of any, but it might be for the best to not think too 
deeply or seriously about that. 

Either way, setting aside how serious Kushinaka-sensei’s nostalgia—or, 
to put it another way, his deduction game—was, for now we couldn’t do an- 
ything until a third party discovered the corpse. 

Kushinaka-sensei and I left the music room without leaving any traces, 
then waited for the bell to ring before following our regular schedules. We 
surely wouldn’t hold classes the next day if Tsuugami-sensei’s corpse was 
found, so I endeavored to take that into account when ending my lectures, 
which might have been rash. If Lieutenant Columbo were to show up later, he 
might pin me as the culprit for this oddly-clairvoyant action. 

...Well no, Columbo wouldn’t be so wildly wrong. 

Still, he would expose me as an early arrival on the crime scene. 

“Good morning, Byouinzaka-sensei.” 

Then— 

With the first three periods’ lectures over and no classes to hold in the 
fourth, I’d been preparing my next lecture when Higabe-sensei called out to 


me. 


Senzai All-Girls Academy’s staff room was split into four islands—one 
being for the teachers in charge of the first year classes, another for those in 
charge of the second year, and the third for those in charge of the third year. 
The fourth island, ‘miscellaneous,’ had a gathering of teachers in charge of 
artistic subjects. Since Sonezaki-sensei, the teacher I was replacing, was in 
charge of first years, I belonged to the first island. 

When I first heard I would be a temporary teacher, I stressed out imagin- 
ing myself to be in charge of third years with college exams ahead, but these 
worries turned out to be unwarranted. 

As the pretend-school counselor, though Kushinaka-sensei wasn’t in 
charge of any particular classes, he was part of the same first-year island as 
me (well, since he was the only ethics teacher he also took care of second and 
third years)—however, if you were wondering whether he sat at that is- 
land...he actually didn’t. 

He barely came to the staff room. 

Since he filled the school counselor role, he had been assigned his own 
counseling room. 

As someone instructed to receive guidance from him, having to visit the 
counseling room for the smallest thing was incredibly frustrating, but work- 
ing in the same space as him the whole time would be suffocating, so this sit- 
uation actually wasn’t all that bad. 

And the person who’d just called out to me, Higabe-sensei, was in charge 
of first years too. 

Higabe Shouki. 

One of Senzai Academy’s few male teachers. 

Kushinaka-sensei had brought him up to me as one of the school’s seven 
male teachers (him included) on my first work day—not forgetting to men- 
tion how much of a playboy he was. 

I’d heard rumors of him crossing a line as a clergyman even Kushinaka- 


sensei hadn’t. Some urban legends say that a male teacher will be popular 


with both students and female teachers in an all-girls school regardless of 
his appearance, but those are obviously exaggerations. 

Still, Higabe-sensei seemed quite handsome as far as I could tell, so that 
legend might apply to him. 

Not like it had anything to do with me—I doubt Higabe-sensei would be 
so indiscriminate as to lay a hand on me. 

I'll repeat it once more—a staff room’s human relationships weren’t any 
different than a classroom’s. There’s the saying, school is a micro society, but 
I wish to oppose that notion—if schools are micro societies, then society is a 
micro society. 

Everything is so puny. 

It’s all the same. 

In my student days I used to look up to adults. 

I used to respect them. 

I may be no good right now, but I'll do better once I become an adult—even 
the irresponsible kids around me will do better once they turn 20—I used to think 
that way. 

I was wrong. 

I was mistaken. 

I became an adult but remained myself while the irresponsible kids re- 
mained irresponsible past 20. 

A prodigy past 20 is just a normal person, but a normal person past 20 is 
still anormal person as well. 

Nothing changes dramatically—we don’t mold nor hatch from an egg. 

So, to get to the bottom of my point, having an unfriendly nature, I was 
always in a corner of the classroom—the same applied to my university lab. 
And in Senzai Academy’s staff room, I was even more reclusive. 

Partly because I was an outsider and would eventually leave —but also be- 
cause establishing solid relationships with my colleagues would prove mean- 


ingless in the long run. 


However, it might also be a result of Kushinaka-sensei’s influence, for he 
had achieved solitude, isolation, and seclusion—if so, that would greatly 
grind my gears. 

Therefore— 

In short, this was my first time properly speaking with Higabe-sensei. Re- 
peating myself would make it sound like an excuse, but I wasn’t particularly 
avoiding him because of the playboy rumors surrounding him. 

“Are you getting ready for your next lecture, Byouinzaka-sensei?” 

Asking about something plain to see, Higabe-sensei sat in Kushinaka- 
sensei’s often-empty seat (next to me). 

“Yeah...Higabe-sensei,” I nodded. 

Schools are a strange space; there is an unspoken agreement that teachers 
should add ‘-sensei’ to others’ names. From what I’d heard doctors and law- 
yers were operating in the same conditions, but personally I couldn’t get used 
to it. My university lab indeed had to do with medicine, but nobody there, me 
included, remembered anyone else’s name. 

“T have to say, this is quite the situation we found ourselves in—the sec- 
ond years seemed quite perturbed today. The first year students we’re in 
charge of didn’t get many chances to interact with Kigi-sensei so they’re rel- 
atively fine, but...” 

“Yeah...” 

Despite my uninterested nod, I was internally shocked that he’d started 
talking about the case without any prelude—I even wondered what draw- 
backs this kind of approach must’ve gotten him in his daily life and found 
myself worried for him. 

But, thinking about it some more, that was a problem with my perception. 

Any conversation held inside this academy right now had to revolve 
around Kigi-sensei’s corpse—it was the hottest topic. 

I might’ve taken my outsider position too far and treated this case like I 
had nothing to do with it. 


However, for Higabe-sensei—technically this should also apply to 
Kushinaka-sensei, but he was an exception—as colleagues, even if he had no 
particular sympathy for Kigi-sensei, he couldn’t stay unfazed. 

What kind of face would he make upon learning that Tsuugami-sensei 
was also dead—I pondered, and even I had thoughts on this. 

Though I wouldn’t dare say them out loud. 

[had thoughts, at least. 

Even if mere thoughts made no difference whether they existed or not, I 
had them. 

“It must be tough on you too, Byouinzaka-sensei. You came here as a 
temporary teacher only for this to happen, talk about bad luck.” 

Even his words spoken out of consideration for me, to my eyes, looked like 
they were treating me like an outsider. 

Was this a victim complex? 

“T don’t particularly find it tough, but...well, it still feels strange. What 
kind of accident could result in this, I wonder.” 

‘“.That’s a good question.” 

For some reason, 

Higabe-sensei’s reaction came delayed by a beat. 

However, I didn’t pay much attention to it and asked, 

“Higabe-sensei, do you have any ideas?” 

Conversations are back-and-forth. 

I think. 

“Not really... Kigi-sensei and I were never that close...” 

Etc. 

An unsubstantial, harmless conversation unfolded. 

In the end, Higabe-sensei only touched on that topic when I was wonder- 
ing to myself why he’d struck up a conversation with me. 

That might actually have been the best time for it. 

I’'d assumed he would be trying to get details on the case from me and pre- 


pared myself (I'd told everything I knew, minus the part about Kushinaka- 


sensei, at yesterday’s staff meeting, so if that was his intention, sorry but I 
didn’t have anything for him anyway), but I was completely off-the-mark; 
the topic Higabe-sensei brought up after lowering the volume of his voice 
was, “Can I ask about Kushinaka-sensei? Don’t you...find him suspicious?” 

That was a tad too direct for someone partaking in society. I unconsciously 
swallowed my breath— even though he’d whispered these words to me after 
bringing his face at point-blank distance to mine, they somehow penetrated 
deep into my mind. 

“S-suspicious?” I asked, a bit flustered. 

I didn’t have the presence of mind to hide that panic. 

“T’m not sure I understand where you’re coming from.” 

“Well, his attitude in yesterday’s staff meeting felt kind of...forced. Keep 
that between us, of course.” 

“Sure—but forced, is it?” 

I repeated Higabe-sensei’s words for no reason. 

How should I put it... 

It should be expected to find at least one sharp-minded person in a room 
with 20 adults— however, as rude as this might be, Higabe-sensei didn’t look 
like someone sharp on that front. 

“T don’t know, I don’t really see it.” 

Since I was basically an accomplice on this, I pretty much had to assume 
that position. 

I was by no means an honest person. 

That being said, this time it didn’t leave a good aftertaste in my mouth. 

“Mhn. I see... You’re always with Kushinaka-sensei, so I guess I’ll trust 
your opinion,” Higabe-sensei said despite looking dissatisfied with my an- 
swer. 

“Still, [heard something strange from the lieutenant who came today.” 

“Lieutenant?” 

To continue yesterday’s hearing? Given his phrasing, it must’ve been a 


different one from yesterday’s. 


“Yeah. I guided him to the principal’s office and—according to him, the 
police are leaning towards a homicide in Kigi-sensei’s case...” 

ane 

So that’s how it was. 

It also explained Higabe-sensei’s delayed reaction after hearing me use 
the word ‘accident.’ 

Kushinaka-sensei’s suggestion to the other teachers during the meeting 
couldn’t hope to win against the police’s words, so its influence vanished into 
thin air. It might even put Kushinaka-sensei in a flimsy position because he’d 
technically lead everyone on the wrong path (well, I’m using ‘technically,’ 
but that’s simply what he did). 

Higabe-sensei calling Kushinaka-sensei suspicious (ignoring the exact 
meaning in his words) might be a good example of how that could backfire. 
Well (again, I know this is rude), at least to me, it seemed way more likely 
than Higabe-sensei being particularly perceptive. 

Hmm. 

Instinctively, with no grounds to back it up—I thought that lieutenant 
might be dangerous. Given my situation, I wished I could avoid meeting him. 
Well, if we’re speaking of situations, I was somehow the first person to in- 
teract with the corpse, so that would be exceedingly difficult... 

“Still, Byouinzaka-sensei, I’ve known Kushinaka-sensei for a long time, 
but...” 

Higabe-sensei then continued as though he was talking to himself. 

“T mean, we got hired here in the same year. Two male teachers joining 
Senzai All-Girls Academy in the same year—that’s pretty rare, so I endeav- 
ored to get along well with him, but...I always felt a sort of barrier.” 

“A...barrier?” 

“Like he was enclosed—I guess? What about you, Byouinzaka-sensei? 


How is it being with him?” 


I was merely with him because the principal had instructed me to and cer- 
tainly not because I liked it, but Higabe-sensei’s phrasing might invite mis- 
understandings. 

Well, not like they mattered enough to solve them. 

I only had to endure it. 

“Hmm. I find him very sociable, personally.” 

I replied with a vague comment. 

Badmouthing others isn’t wise. 

Well, most of the time. 

“Also, even though he’s a pseudo-counselor, I hear he has a good reputa- 
tion among students.” 

That comment was unnecessary since Higabe-sensei would know that 
better than me, but it might divert the topic of conversation. 

And as expected, the conversation strayed. 

However—not far from the topic. 

“Some time ago, I had a bullying issue in one of my classes.” 

“Bullying?” 

“Yeah, though I hate to admit it.” 

It’s shameful for a teacher—he added. 

“And when that happened, the leader of the bullying group and the bullied 
girl went to be counseled by Kushinaka-sensei separately. It was very brief 
and only lasted for a week. ...What do you think came out of it?” 

“Eh? If you’re putting it this way, did it not solve anything?” 

“Far from that—it solved it too well,” Higabe-sensei shook his head. A 
melancholic expression on his face. 

There are no worries Kushinaka-sensei’s counseling doesn’t solve—I 
knew what the students said among themselves. 

However— 

It was solved...too well? 

That was a bizarre expression. 


“Tt was quite eerie, you see.” 


“Eerie...” 

“These two are now in their third years, and—they’ re known in the whole 
academy for being best friends. At the time I was simply impressed at how 
efficient his counseling was, but...I’m not sure now. The more I think about 
it, the scarier it is. How can two people who loathed each other to that extent 
become like that? People have feelings. They can’t spend their lives acting 
like in a drama or a movie—they don’t forget their past convictions. Even if 
sins can be forgiven, they cannot be canceled.” 

sales 

“It’s almost like —if these two girls get along well everything will settle, 
so that’s what he did. I can feel a rashness that doesn’t have its place in coun- 
seling—like he ignored feelings and emotions and only moved his pawn 
around to aconvenient position. To use another word, it might be best qual- 
ified as artless—but...” 

Higabe-sensei hesitated in his words for a bit, maybe because he was 
slowly losing track of himself, then said, Oh, I’m sorry. 

“T shouldn’t speak ill of people without any grounds—especially after 
pushing that onto him due to my own ineptitude. I'll go cool my head off...” 

Just like that, after starting a conversation on his own, Higabe-sensei 
ended that conversation on his own again, standing up and leaving the first 
year island—then the staff room altogether. 

Hmm. 

Well, this must’ve been accumulating in his mind. His turmoil and gloomy 
unconscious thoughts towards Kushinaka- sensei probably burst out because 
of this case. And without anyone to vent to, he came to talk to me, someone 
who was both an outsider and close to Kushinaka-sensei—I guess that sums 
it up. 

Geez. 

Quite the complicated pattern. 

His suspicion of Kushinaka-sensei might deepen after learning that Tsu- 


ugami-sensei was also killed. Even if his feelings don’t grow assertive 


enough for him to throw out accusations, I doubted Kushinaka-sensei 
wished for that to happen. Also, it was unlikely for Higabe-sensei to be the 
only one here thinking that. 

Kushinaka-sensei’s position had always been fragile. 

Being a male teacher in an all-girls school was already enough to stand 
out—though one may not understand this atmosphere without experiencing 
it first-hand. 

...Well, that was again none of my business—if anything, I wished he 
would get even more cornered. 

I wanted him to be inconvenienced a bit. 

I would observe him from up close and use that to relax. 

As I was thinking that, the bell rang through the speakers—the bell to an- 
nounce the end of the fourth period. 

We’d entered lunch break. 

If Kushinaka-sensei’s prediction hit right, someone must’ve found out 
about Tsuugami-sensei’s death by now. Well, since that would likely start a 
commotion, I swiftly took my homemade bento out of my bag before it could 


happen. 


Right after that, as noted previously, Tsuugami-sensei’s corpse was dis- 
covered, crushed under the music room’s grand piano—however— however, 
that wasn’t everything. 

In addition to that, Higabe-sensei’s corpse was also found in the cooking 


classroom, stabbed many times over by knives from there. 


\ 


As embarrassing as it is to admit, I’ve never wished for world peace. 

I’ve never prioritized someone else’s happiness over mine. 

I’ve never sacrificed myself to protect something, nor have I ever encoun- 
tered something I thought was more valuable than my life. 

Nor have I saved a dying animal or watered withering grass. 

None, none, none of that; I’ve never done anything. 

You might think, What about it? The same goes for anyone, don’t speak the 
obvious so overtly—however, as I judge this to be quite important, I felt the 
need to claim aloud that I was a mere individual and, at the same time, one of 
many ‘others.’ 

In short, I’m therefore not solitary. 

In short, I’m not entirely isolated. 

In short, I’m not resolutely secluded. 

That’s where I differ from Kushinaka Choushi—the reason he’s not a sin- 
gle individual nor part of the massive ‘other’ is that he impudently wishes for 
world peace, idiotically prioritizes other people’s happiness over his own, 
heroically sacrifices himself to protect something, and has piously encoun- 
tered something he thought was more valuable than his life. 

He has saved animals. 

He has watered withering grass. 

He has done everything. 

He had many, many things. 

However, he also lacked something. 

He did not possess his own self. 

Of course, he probably thought he did—he must’ve been convinced he had 
some kind of individuality or originality. 

However, in my opinion, he had no such things. 


He was nil—and none. 


People who are content just with themselves are actually quite rare, but 
Kushinaka-sensei went over that and was content even without himself— 
that’s how detached he was. 

His lack of self drove him to solitude, to isolation, and to seclusion. Seeing 
it that way makes it easier to accept his good reputation as a counselor. 

The standard process of counseling includes comparing that person with 
yourself — however, that’s fundamentally meaningless. 

Even if you can feel the same pain, you can’t experience the same suffer- 
ing. 

Even if you can agonize from the same worries, you can’t feel the same 
grief. 

Nobody has the same resilience. 

Therefore—if one wants to counsel others, they must abandon their indi- 
viduality. 

They must become selfless. 

They must open and empty their mind. 

As far as I knew, only Kushinaka-sensei was capable of such a feat in this 
era—so to be honest, I actually wasn’t that surprised when I heard the bully- 
ing episode from Higabe-sensei. 

I just thought, Of course he could do that. 

He doesn’t have a self. 

And he doesn’t consider people’s feelings. 

Since he’s nothing—there’s nothing he cannot do. 

“Are you aware of the creator’s decalogue?” 

When was that again? 

Shortly after I’d met him— Kushinaka-sensei asked me that. 

He was rambling as usual. 

I doubt there had been any context leading to it. 

I obediently replied, “I am not.” 

“Of course you aren’t. They are something I came up with long ago.” 


Kushinaka-sensei said, then smiled. 


A natural, carefree smile. 

I would only realize that this smile could only be so natural because he was 
empty inside some time later. 

“First, you mustn’t call your own creations works of art. (Don’t get con- 
ceited. ) 

“Second, you mustn’t criticize other people's creations. (Same as above. 
Don’t criticize your own either.) 

“Third, you mustn’t spend time creating. (No creations are worth more 
than time.) 

“Fourth, you mustn’t explain your own creations. (Only unfinished works 
require explanations.) 

“Fifth, you mustn’t say that you thought of something first. (Rather, you 
should feel ashamed for being outdone despite thinking of it first.) 

“Sixth, you mustn’t use ideas you’ve been considering for a long time. 
(Ideas should always be fresh. If they can be ripe, they can also rot.) 

“Seventh, you mustn’t make excuses for your failures. (Those are not tol- 
erated.) 

“Eighth, you mustn’t criticize your audience. (Criticisms are something 
you receive, not the other way around.) 

“Ninth, you mustn’t choose your audience. (You are always the one being 
chosen.) 

“Tenth, you mustn’t call yourself a creator. (This is meant to be an appel- 
lation for you, not something you use yourself.)” 

After smoothly reading them aloud as though they were a mnemonic, he 
added, uninterested, 

“There’s a variant where you consider fifth and sixth to be the same and 
replace the latter, but I’ll keep that one for another time.” 

Thinking back on it, that ‘other time’ where he’d tell about the variant had 
yet to come. Well, that wasn’t important here. 

Either way, this was all a preface. 


Kushinaka-sensei continued, 


“T have to say, compared to this, we teachers have an easy job—‘in reality, 
we only have one commandment to follow.” 

One commandment? I asked him, to which he nonchalantly answered, 

“First, teachers are sacred—therefore, they mustn’t be human.” 

He said— 

Carefreely, without any conviction or determination, as if jesting. 

If so, teaching must really be Kushinaka Choushi’s vocation—for him, 
who has nothing human, there might not be any other fitting occupation. 

Inhuman, therefore sacred. 

Putting it another way— 

Nobody is as much a teacher as him—and I’m not saying it with irony, like 
implying he’s an example to not learn from. 

Then it would be reasonable. 

Manga and drama sometimes depicted ex-delinquents who reformed 
upon becoming adults, became unconventional teachers, and guided stu- 
dents on the right path—every time I saw something like that, I wondered to 
myself, ‘How can you hope to guide others when you did as you pleased dur- 
ing your childhood?’ but part of me also feels like it makes sense, like that’s 
a good idea. 

There’s the saying, you learn more from defeat than from victory. 

There’s the saying, you learn more from failure than from success. 

Then those who have strayed in the past might be more resolute to make 
sure their successors don’t repeat the same mistakes— everyone wishes for 
young people not to become like them. That being said, the idea of school- 
age delinquency being considered straying is a debate to be held on another 
occasion (to be clear, I hadn’t spent my teens being constantly serious ei- 
ther). 

Thad another occupation and didn’t become a teacher by my own volition, 
but even setting that aside, I didn’t think I was fit to be one. 

The problem came even before the issue of inhumanity. 


I could only see students as a group of ‘students.’ 


They were a group and not individuals. 

We weren’t even ten years apart, and yet—these girls were almost an en- 
tirely different species. 

Creatures from another world. 

However, to Kushinaka-sensei, they were not ‘different’ nor ‘foreign,’ 
but—mere humans. 

Kushinaka Choushi made no distinction between his colleagues in the 


staff room and his students in his classrooms. 


The school obviously closed. 

It was the natural result. 

It was inevitable. 

It was expected. 

Even so, as per usual, Kushinaka-sensei tried his hand at getting to hold 
his lectures with various strategies—jumping straight to the conclusion; 
these all failed. 

Well, even his eloquence couldn’t bend everything his way—which was 
great news for the world. 

Though, on this aspect, I could understand where he came from; no mat- 
ter the kind, if a crime caused a school to close, what good is there in adding 
a school counselor to the equation under the guise of healing the students’ 
hearts or whatever—I always wondered, a cup of tea in hand while watching 
the news. 

Children’s hearts aren’t that fragile. 

Higabe-sensei seemed worried about them, but a teacher being killed 
isn’t nearly enough to hurt them—if anything, wouldn’t they quickly forget 
it? 

Who decided that children’s hearts were delicate and fragile? 

And not cold, dry, and apathetic. 

Not to mention, tough. 

Isn’t that a more fitting description? 

Therefore, I agreed with Kushinaka-sensei’s claim that pushing students 
to continue their normal lives was better than closing the school—though I 
also recognized it was too correct and unrealistic. 

Well, that aside— 

The school was closed. 


For now, it was set to last a week. 


Of course, even if the students didn’t have to come, the teachers did. We 
had exhausting work waiting for us in the aftermath—our normal routine. 
With three less teachers, it became impossible to maintain all classes without 
hiring new staff; and that desperate lack of teachers might’ve been the 
toughest assignment (since convenient people like me were rare). 

If we want to talk about mental wounds and PTSD, the teachers were more 
severely touched. Maybe because adults were older and easier to damage, a 
few of us were bedridden at home. 

Well— 

Now that nobody could claim this case to be an accident —rather, the cur- 
rent hypothesis was of indiscriminate serial murders aimed at the academy’s 
teachers—that might’ve been unavoidable. 

‘T can’t work when there might be a murderer in the school! I’ll stay at 
home and rest!’ 

We might or might not have received such phone calls. 

That would basically be saying “You’re gonna die next.” 

Well, being an outsider, I wasn’t concerned by these wounds or PTSD 
(also, I was a Byouinzaka—albeit a collateral one), and needless to say, 
Kushinaka-sensei had come to school like normal. I wasn’t overcharged with 
menial tasks due to my outsider status, and Kushinaka-sensei couldn’t fulfill 
his role as a school counselor without students —we currently were the only 
free people in Senzai Academy. 

Nothing is more awkward than being free in such a situation, and it was 
becoming tough for me to remain in the staff room even with how numb I 
could be. 

So I paid a visit to the counseling room. 

I was sitting down on one of the large room’s sofas—both of correct qual- 
ity and cleanliness, surely to appease the students coming here—and was 
facing Kushinaka-sensei; we were playing shogi. 


I had remembered the cat-eyed main Byouinzaka’s advice. 


By the way, the counseling room’s shogi board was Kushinaka-sensei’s 
personal belonging. 

I wasn’t sure why he’d brought that here, but it might be to help the stu- 
dents relax or something. 

“This board originally belonged to your original, you see. Haha, I would 
never have predicted I’d one day get the chance to play ‘Byouinzaka Meiro’ 
again,” Kushinaka-sensei said. 

He seemed oddly happy. 

Even though I’d kept telling him I wasn’t the original Meiro-san and 
didn’t like being likened to her. 

“Tn the end, I never won against Byouinzaka-senpai, but after a gap of 
over ten years, I can now have my revenge match.” 

Revenge... 

Could he not use me to clear his grudge against my original... That’s not 
what getting an unexpected shot at revenge means. 

However, even so, Kushinaka-sensei got his revenge—I have to apologize 
to the main Meiro-san; this game was completely my loss. 

We played three times and I lost all of them. 

But these weren’t especially frustrating losses—and I’m not talking about 
getting a satisfying loss, having no regrets about losing this way, or anything 
that positive. How should I put it...it didn’t feel like I’d played shogi at all. 

I thought I could understand what that cat-eyed girl wanted to say to 
me—though their matches dated quite a few years ago, so I couldn’t be sure 
this was what she meant, but either way, I felt like I’d understood one more 
aspect of Kushinaka-sensei. 

Actually, it’s the opposite— 

Thad yet again failed to understand him. 

This is more faithful to reality, with all sarcasm intended. 

Anyway— Kushinaka-sensei played quickly. 


He took an astoundingly low amount of time to move his pieces. 


Although it wasn’t the least bit clear whether he was actually thinking his 
moves or merely played by habit, Kushinaka-sensei overlooked the board 
and, whenever I would arrive at aconclusion and move a piece, without giving 
any sign of having thought or deliberated through it, he would take his move 
almost at the same time as me. 

Moreover, every move he made was bizarre, threading the blurry line sep- 
arating good and ill will—they were so strange I wondered if he was even 
aware of standard playstyles. 

He played weirdly enough to have me doubt whether he knew about the 
bear-in-the-hole castle—and yet, in spite of that, I wouldn’t say he was 
making any critical errors. Looking back on the records, he was treading a 
tightrope the entire time. 

But were his moves brilliant or awful—I couldn’t tell. 

They indeed had nothing ordinary to them, almost as if his every move 
was calculated, but that would lead one to interpret his playstyle as waging 
psychological warfare. However, when looking at the records, they looked 
nothing like that. 

Far from it, if I had to put it into words—this expression might be the most 
accurate: 

It felt like I was playing shogi against a robot. 

These games had the same sense of emptiness I felt when playing CPUs in 
shogi video games—this analogy should be relatable to anyone who has 
delved into shogi to some extent. 

In short— 

Even though I’d lost, I wasn’t frustrated. 

And I bet I wouldn’t have been happy even if I’d won. 

Just like how reaching a happy end in a romance simulation game doesn’t 
change the player’s reality one bit, or how making a fortune in an RPG’s ca- 
sino doesn’t make a change to their account book. 

I wasn’t playing for fun. 


Shogi was reality. 


And certainly not a game. 

Similarly, a pretend-detective play doesn’t involve detectives, and a de- 
duction game doesn’t involve real deductions. 

Seeing through the culprit’s scheme in a mystery novel doesn’t give the 
reader any real-life experience. 

In that sense, I’d wasted time on a meaningless, insipid activity devoid of 
value, but I was plenty satisfied from having caught a glimpse of the gap sep- 
arating me from understanding Kushinaka-sensei’s roots. 

And so, when we were about to start our fourth game, 

“Still,” 

I decided to start some idle talk. 

Even though I knew it was bad manners to talk during games. 

Manners were the least of my worries by then—fixing your posture 
against a robot is fruitless. 

“That was a surprise—that not just Tsuugami-sensei but also Higabe- 
sensei was killed. I was talking with him in the staff room just before it hap- 
pened.” 

“Hm. I admit that surprised me too.” 

He played at lightning speed even as he replied. 

“T thought it would take more time before Higabe-sensei got killed—this 
pace is truly frightening.” 

“Huh?” 

My hands froze. 

Iraised my face, moving my gaze from the board to Kushinaka- sensei, but 
he was still looking at the board. 

“Kushinaka-sensei, what do you mean by that?” 

“Mm? What do you mean by that question?” 

“Well, the...” 

I wasn’t sure how to say it. 

He’d spoken so seamlessly I thought I’d misheard him. 

Hold on. 


Had I...actually misheard him? 

I mean... 

“Based on your phrasing, it sounds like you’d foreseen Higabe-sensei 
getting killed ahead of time...” 

“T haven’t done anything that grandiose. I just found the possibility of 
that happening to be quite high.” 

“Why?” 

“Why what?” 

“T mean—aren’t these indiscriminate murders?” I said. 

At the very least —that’s how it was talked about in the staff room. 

Indiscriminate serial murders aimed at the academy’s teachers. 

The ‘indiscriminate’ means, in turn, that we can’t predict who will be the 
next victim—that there’s no way to prevent it. 

That’s why a few teachers started shutting themselves at home. 

“Yeah, they are indiscriminate murders. The chosen victims and order 
don’t seem to matter that much, it’s like—they are killing whoever is most 
convenient when a good opportunity arises, I guess.” 

“Sounds ruthless.” 

Though part of me felt like he’d merely phrased it in a ruthless way. 

However, he hadn’t bent the facts. 

It was indeed a facet of the truth. 

“But then, why Higabe-sensei?” 

“T mean, though indiscriminate, if you look at the victims up to now, you 
should be able to narrow the range further—” 

“The victims up to now...?” 

No. 

I got what he meant. 

I didn’t need that pointed out, by this point it was evident. 

The first victim: 

Japanese teacher—Kigi Hanami. 


The second victim: 


Home economics teacher—Tsuugami Kimomo. 

The third victim: 

Math teacher—Higabe Shouki. 

Other than being three teachers at Senzai All-Girls Academy, they had one 
clear feature in common. 

That is— 

“All three of them...are men, right?” I said, in full knowledge of how 
evident that was. 

“Kigi-sensei and Tsuugami-sensei’s names are feminine, but that’s no 
reason to mistake their genders. Then, based on observations currently 
available to us, we can conjecture that this case is aimed at Senzai All-Girls 
Academy’s male teachers...but we can only say that now, there was no way to 
foresee it when only Kigi-sensei and Tsuugami-sensei had been killed, was 
there?” 

That hypothesis only stood after three men were killed in a row. 

Two—weren’t enough. 

There wasn’t enough material to make a solid guess yet. 

So this assumption only had grounds after the third victim. 

“That’s why I told you, I didn’t foresee anything —however, Byouinzaka- 
sensei, I already thought that way upon discovering Tsuugami-sensei’s 
corpse yesterday.” 

“You...thought that way?” 

“Rather, that idea visited me, on a whim.” 

A whim. 

Not a lie—a whim. 

“But—there were only two victims by the—.” 

“Three victims.” 

Kushinaka-sensei interrupted me. 

Of course—he didn’t falter one bit in his shogi speed in the meantime. 

“There were already three victims by the time Tsuugami-sensei was 
killed.” 


«.What are you saying?” 

I wasn’t simply sending back the ball—I asked that because I genuinely 
couldn’t understand what he was saying. 

“Do you mean there’s a zeroth corpse somewhere in the academy that’s 
yet to be found...that you’ve come across it but chose to keep quiet, and that 
zeroth corpse helped complete your deduction—helped establish that hy- 
pothesis—is it something like that?” 

I recalled. 

While saying that—I recalled. 

The words Kushinaka-sensei had mouthed in front of Tsuugami-sensei’s 
corpse—I think it went something like, ‘to be more precise, this already was 
a serial murder’? 

Already? 

Already a serial murder? 

He’d said that? 

A zeroth...victim? 

“Oh come on, Byouinzaka-sensei, I wouldn’t find a corpse and stay quiet 
about it, I’m not that inept to society.” 

How could he say that with a straight face? 

The only way to explain Kushinaka-sensei would be if he wasn’t double- 
tongued but thousand-tongued. 

Thousand Tongue’d Kushinaka. 

“However—the existence of a zeroth victim is quite an apt deduction, 
Byouinzaka-sensei. I’ll adopt this appellation from now on.” 

“Ehe” 

“T’m saying you’ re basically right.” 

Kushinaka-sensei put on a smile—well, still looking at the board. 

Also, that smile was as empty as ever. 

“That being said, Ican’t blame you for not catching on until now—I mean, 


that was something that happened before you came here.” 


“Before...I came here? What happened? I’ve never heard of anything re- 
garding that.” 

“That cannot be the case.” 

After all— 

Kushinaka-sensei said, 

“That’s why you are here.” 

“Oh.” 

Despite being a collateral, I was still a Byouinzaka. 

I wasn’t a slowpoke by any means. 

Hearing that— was enough for me to understand. 

“Sonezaki-sensei...right?” 

Sonezaki Ryuuchi. 

An English teacher. 

Currently hospitalized. I’d been hired by Senzai Academy as a temporary 
teacher to replace him during that time. 

“.B-but, how can he be the zeroth—”’ 

“Sonezaki-sensei fell down the stairs—it’s currently treated like a mere 
accident, but that’s debatable. I mean, it happened around stairs, it wouldn’t 
be strange if someone had pushed him from behind—or even from the 
front.” 

ee: 

“Well, with Sonezaki-sensei still in a severe coma, we don’t have a way to 
verify that,” he said, as seamlessly as ever. 

Acoma? 

Severe? 

That couldn’t be—I hadn’t heard about that. 

I hadn’t heard one word of that. 

Kushinaka-sensei had said there’s no way I couldn’t have heard about it, 
but impossible or not, I hadn’t. 

All 1’d heard was: He sprained his ankle or something, and considering his 


age they judge he should get hospitalized. But he should be back pretty soon, 


so we would like you to replace him for the very brief time until he comes 
back. 
That’s the story I got. 


@)) 


I’d been fooled! 

I’d been deceived! 

“T’ve been pretty suspicious ever since Sonezaki-sensei’s stairway case, 
actually—but it’s only with Kigi-sensei and Tsuugami-sensei getting killed 
in a row that I became convinced of it. By the way, it’s only because victim 
zero, one, and two were all males that I secretly mused the possibility of Hi- 
gabe-sensei—or rather, any of the academy’s male teachers to be killed 
next.” 

“Sure... But that means—” 

But that meant... 

Kushinaka-sensei had told me Senzai Academy had seven male teachers 
in total. 

That number should’ve included Sonezaki- sensei. 

Of them, four had already fallen victim (this was my first time hearing 
about Sonezaki-sensei’s case so I wasn’t completely convinced—it was 
simply beyond me to accept Kushinaka-sensei’s claims at face value) —three 
remained. 

And one of them would be Kushinaka-senséi... 

eg? 

“Min? Is there anything wrong?” 

“No.” 

At the very least, given his carefree face, he didn’t seem afraid at the fact 
he might be next in line. 

Luckily, before even considering the gender factor, I wasn’t even part of 
Senzai Academy so I was detached from such worries, but — 


This man’s behavior never failed to stray from humanity. 


An inhuman. 

Although I didn’t find it particularly relevant, I asked, 

“Did you warn Higabe-sensei—or any of the other male teachers about 
this?” 

Then, he replied, 

“Oh, of course not.” 

Of course? 

“Tf I said that they would simply take me for a weirdo. One must protect 
themselves on their own—you know, as adults.” 

Sat 

I couldn’t tell how serious he was. 

No, to be blunt, I knew this wasn’t a matter of extent;Kushinaka- sensei 
was never the least bit serious. 

Even so, at least Higabe-sensei was a colleague from the same year as 
him—did that connection mean nothing to him? 

Well, 

‘You should be more depressed.’ 

‘You should be more sad.’ 

Nothing is worse than forcing such negative emotions onto people. 

“.Kushinaka-sensei, does anyone other than you suspect Sonezaki- 
sensei’s case to be ahomicide—an attempted murder?” 

“Hmm, good question. We never held a staff meeting for that, after all.” 

“So nobody manipulated things to make everyone believe it was an acci- 
dent either?” 

“Oh please, Byouinzaka-sensei. Manipulating into believing something? 
As if humans were capable of something that abject.” 

Yama might have to spend the remainder of his life cutting Kushinaka- 
sensei’s tongues. 

I thought so. 

“..Kushinaka-sensei, did you find Kigi-sensei’s corpse in the second 


gymnasium because you suspected this would happen?” 


“Huh?” 

Finally— 

Then—kKushinaka-sensei raised his face. 

His expression was that of pure, honest surprise to my eyes. 

Though it’s never certain how much that can be trusted. 

However, either way—he looked genuine to me. 

“Ah, I just remembered I’d yet to ask you how you came to discover Kigi- 
sensei’s corpse... It’s not like I was desperate to know, it’s just that, hearing 
all of this, I wondered if maybe you hadn’t interpreted the case to be indis- 
criminate serial murders as soon as Sonezaki-sensei fell down the stairs—so 
I just wanted to confirm.” 

I said with the nuance ‘If you don’t want to answer, that's fine, I’m not 
that interested’ —just in case (what a useful expression). 

Then, 

Kushinaka-sensei tilted his head and said, 

“Good question.” 

He didn’t seem to be playing dumb. 

Even so, that’s almost certainly what he was doing. 

“T’m constantly envisioning all sorts of possibilities— you know, they say 
professional shogi players can read a million moves ahead, don’t they?” 

“A million...” 

They probably didn’t go that far. 

Thinking that far ahead would be wasteful—but I could imagine 
Kushinaka-sensei doing that. 

As someone capable of wasting his efforts without thinking of it as a 
waste. 

No, the opposite— 

Maybe, he could do it normally while being fully aware of how much a 
waste it is. 

“Tn the first place, when Sonezaki-sensei was first hospitalized, even I— 


wasn’t yet convinced the victims would all be men. ...Well, that possibility 


has merely increased since, so—the next victim could still very well be a 
woman.” 

“’.The next victim, is it?” 

Right, it was unlikely the case would end here. 

Nothing indicated that. 

If anything, everything pointed at it continuing. 

“Yes. Well, it’1l most likely end up being a male teacher—thinking about 
it, the numbers match perfectly. Ah, wait, do they really...maybe I shouldn’t 
be saying this carelessly.” 

Despite having mouthed something weirdly conclusive on his own, he 
closed his eyes as though to rescind his statement. The next time he opened 
them, he was looking at the board. 

Was he wavering? 

Probably not, but if so, that would be a rare occurrence. 

““.Kushinaka-sensei. I’m not trying to get all the information in your 
possession out of you, but could you at least answer this one question?” 

“What is it?” 

“Do you have an idea of who the culprit might be?” 

“Yeah.” 

Kushinaka-sensei nodded— indifferent. 

He wasn’t looking my way anymore. 

“Well, rather than who they are, I have a lead on their profile—” 

“Their profile...” 

Pragmatic to some extent—I’d deduced as much. 

However— 

Kushinaka-sensei’s words implied something further, something more 
concrete—but I was hesitating whether to pry further and ask about details. 

And, almost as though aiming for that moment — 

The counseling room’s door was loudly slammed open. 

Without knocking. 


Someone opened it violently—and loudly. 


“Can you tell me more about that, Kushinaka-kun?” 

Standing in the hallway was a man wearing a dark brown suit and no neck- 
tie. His head was shaved and his beard was grown but not enough for it to 
come off as unkempt. 

Narrow eyes and a grin on his face. 

He seemed to be having fun—pleased. 

He seemed to not be having fun—displeased. 

Narrow eyes and a grin on his face. 

Looking our way. 


“About the culprit’s profile, pretty please.” 


Time for a new character. 


I’d forgotten to note down the details concerning Higabe-sensei’s corpse 
found in the cooking classroom. That being said, I hadn’t received much more 
information than previously disclosed—that he’d been stabbed repeatedly 
with knives from there. 

Rather, I hadn’t gained much information—to be more accurate. Unlike 
Kigi-sensei and Tsuugami-sensei, the first two victims, I hadn’t seen the 
crime scene myself (nor had Kushinaka-sensei). 

I didn’t know who had discovered the corpse. 

However, as is clear from listening to the rumors for any amount of time, 
it must have been a fierce sight—on another level from Tsuugami-sensei’s 
crushed, spilling organs. 

After all— 

Higabe-sensei had been stabbed by all the cooking classroom’s knives. 

All eleven of them. 

The corpse must’ve looked like what you’d see in a magic show or during 
a Pop-Up Pirate game. 

If the culprit’s sole goal was to murder Higabe-sensei, there was no need 
to go to that length—in other words, just like hanging Kigi-sensei off that 
basketball hoop and crushing Tsuugami-sensei under that grand piano, 
some kind of corpse embellishment was at play. 

Embellishment. 

That word alone made chills run down my spine. 

But then Sonezaki-sensei being merely pushed off the stairs would be at 
odds with the other three cases—but I wouldn’t get anywhere if I got tripped 
up at the slightest detail, so I’d leave that aside for now. 


Apparently, the cooking classroom’s entire floor was covered in blood. 


What I knew for sure was that cooking lectures would be rare in Senzai 
Academy’s future—even more so with Tsuugami-sensei, the home econom- 
ics teacher, dead. 

I might as well add that the culprit killing Tsuugami-sensei in the music 
room and not in the cooking classroom pointed, again, at them being ‘prag- 
matic to some extent.’ 

That over with— 

My first instinct was to assume the new character who’d just made an in- 
solent entry was one of Kushinaka-sensei’s acquaintances. 

My basis for that was how he’d called him ‘Kushinaka-kun’—that appel- 
lation gave off a slight feeling of acquaintance. 

However— 

Kushinaka-sensei’s reaction was, 

Cate 

To turn only his eyes towards the door and pout his lips in a perplexed 
manner. 

Even in this situation, he was still focused on shogi—it was now my turn. 

I couldn’t play, however. 

This situation was too much for me. 

I was in the dark; in a thicket. 

“Uhh...who are you again?” Kushinaka-sensei asked. 

The shogi game having hit a stop, he stood up. 

“Have we, um, met before? Oh, aren’t you, uhh...” 

Short of grasping the situation, Kushinaka-sensei treaded carefully, pick- 
ing his words deliberately— however, the new character paid no heed to him, 
pulled the door closed behind him before taking strides towards the sofas. 

He sat down as though he was in his own home. 

Right in front of Kushinaka-sensei—which would be way too close to me 
for my comfort, so I had to slide aside. 

Seeing that happen, 


Kushinaka-sensei corrected his seating posture too. 


From the exterior, it looked like we were playing 2-vs-1 shogi. 

That didn’t make any sense, but it wasn’t the biggest offense in the pres- 
ence of someone playing like a robot. 

Needless to say— 

We weren’t actually going to continue the game. 

«’.Excuse me, have we actually not met before?” 

“We have.” 

Kushinaka-sensei had been careful, but the new character shook his head 
at that question. 

His way of speaking was brusque. 

“You might not give a crap about me anyway, but it’s been a while—shall 
I introduce myself one more time, Kushinaka-kun?” 

Saying that, the new character — 

Took out a police ID from inside his suit. 

The one that opens vertically and has a badge and everything. 

“Togishima Arusato from the Prefectural Police Investigation Depart- 
ment.” 

eer aid 

Kushinaka-sensei made a puzzled face for a bit (as if wondering ‘Why did 
guy say his name like it should ring a bell?’ ), but after ten seconds, 

“Ohh.” 

He slapped his knee. 

An exaggerated yet natural motion. 

“Oh, if it isn’t Fuyako-san’s uncle.” 

He took a bow. 

It was too late now, but nevertheless. 

“You changed your hairstyle since our last meeting so I didn’t notice—it’s 
really been a bit. My name’s Kushinaka Choushi.” 

“T know.” 

Kushinaka-sensei named himself, to which the new character— Lieuten- 


ant Togishima, replied curtly. 


“You haven’t changed a bit—Kushinaka-kun. Even though it will soon 
have been 15 years since that.” 

“And here I thought I’d grown up to become an adult,” Kushinaka- sensei 
answered with a strained smile. 

He seemed to be having trouble dealing with him. 

...Fuyako-san’s uncle’? 

Soon to be 15 years? 

Did that mean these two had met during the case my original was involved 
in, or right after it? 

If so— 

Should I hide the fact I was her backup? No, chances are he already knew— 
then what should I do? 

“Byouinzaka-sensei. This man is a relative of my absolute best friend 
from middle school—he’s one of the shrewdest officers out there, and has 
the amazing skill of seeing through any kind of lie.” 

Then, 

Kushinaka-sensei said so, as if he’d seen through my internal struggle 
and was throwing a lifeline for me. 

He could see through any kind of lie? 

Then—I shouldn’t try to fool my way out of this, right? 

Rather— 

“Byouinzaka-sensei, huh.” 

Lieutenant Togishima said before looking at me, seeming fed up. 

He genuinely couldn’t look more fed up. 

He seemed to be an old-school kind of officer. 

“Aren’tcha the temporary teacher who found the first guy? Well, I do 
know about ya—how could I not. Heheh, it’s Byouinzaka we’ re talking about. 
To us, that bunch’s just a source of a crapton of troubles.” 


“’..Nice to meet you,” I greeted him. 


At the same time, I was visited by an intuition—Lieutenant Togishima 
seemed to be in charge of these serial murders, so the ‘lieutenant’ Higabe- 
sensei had mentioned was probably also him. 

Made sense. 

Then, even without understanding their past, since they didn’t seem to be 
on good terms, it might be safe to assume Higabe-sensei had been suspicious 
of Kushinaka-sensei because of something Lieutenant Togishima had told 
him. 

...Well, at least I didn’t need to lie or squeeze my way out of this since he 
was aware of the Byouinzakas’ circumstances. The time and effort spared 
from that appears to be the only positive aspect of this situation. 

If there was some kind of discord surrounding this ‘Fuyako-san’—Lieu- 
tenant Togishima’s niece and Kushinaka-sensei’s alleged absolute best 
friend—it would be better for me to leave them alone—but setting aside the 
existence of such a conflict, Lieutenant Togishima started: 

“T gotta say, it’s such a coincidence— Kushinaka-kun. I was positive I’d 
never get to see your face again.” 

Turns out I didn’t need to leave, he was simply ignoring my presence. 

In a way, this hurt more. 

“But another murder case, huh.” 

“Ahaha, and this time you’re directly in charge of it—it shouldn’t take 
long for you to solve it. I don’t even have to do anything myself. It’s a big relief 
for the school.” 

“You never had a goddamn role to play in this.” 

Saying that, 

Lieutenant Togishima crossed his legs, threw a glance at the shogi board, 
and whispered, 

“Still doing your weird-ass shogi, huh.” 

He almost sounded like he was complaining. 


As though it annoyed him like nothing else. 


“You sure aren’t doin’ it to win. In your case—you’re not even afraid of 
losing. You’re not even doing the game to begin with.” 

“Hahah. I think you already told me that 14 years ago. Really brings me 
back. But lieutenant, and I think I also made this remark at the time, shogi 
isn’t something you do, it’s something you play.” 

“Ts it. Well lemme say it again then; you’re not playing a human’s shogi.” 

Lieutenant Togishima mouthed the same conclusion I’d reached after 
three games. 

“But—it feels like you’re solely searching for the move that will generate 
the most chaos on the board, not caring about advantages and whatnot. 
You’re obsessed with creating chaos. You’re doing everything in your power 
to plunge the board to the bottom of a swamp.” 

“That’s praising me too highly. I am trying to win, okay?” 

“Who knows.” 

After shrugging his shoulders sarcastically, 

“So?” 

Lieutenant Togishima returned to the initial topic. 

“What did ya say, Kushinaka-kun? You got an idea of the culprit?” 

“T’m of an age where I would humbly request you’d stop adding ‘-kun’ to 
my name—also, by the way, I don’t have an idea of the culprit, but of the cul- 
prit’s profile,” Kushinaka-sensei said. 

To Lieutenant Togishima, this encounter was something he’d prepared 
for—even though part of it was coincidental, he knew beforehand that 
Kushinaka-sensei worked at Senzai All-Girls Academy—but for Kushinaka- 
sensei, it couldn’t be more out of the blue; and yet, he didn’t seem perturbed 
at all. 

Did this reunion after ten years move nothing inside him? 

Or had he somehow predicted this wild situation? 

Had he read...a million moves ahead? 

Read what? 


“How are those any different? They look the same to me.” 


“Because in this case, it doesn’t matter who the culprit is—well, that’s 
strictly my opinion. Of course, a police officer wouldn’t be satisfied with 
that.” 

“’..These meaningless, roundabout statements of yours haven’t changed 
either. You really don’t learn, huh.” 

“Ahaha. Oh please, Lieutenant Togishima. You shouldn’t speak like you 
know me too well—or rather, you shouldn’t pay any mind to meat all. People 
like me are best left on their own. Can’t get more harmless than that.” 

““.You should’ve told Fuyako that. She deserved to hear that. From the 
very moment she heard about you being her classmate.” 

“But on your end, you’ve changed a lot, Lieutenant. I found you more sub- 
dued 14 years ago—I remember you being a model public servant loved by all 
residents—and now you seem to live up to your name.” 

Well, the past is behind us I guess, he said to close that topic. 

And then, he followed with— 

“Well, it’s no use trying to hide anything from you, Lieutenant—so let me 
be completely honest here.” 

I was past the point of getting surprised at things like this, but Kushinaka- 
sensei acted like usual in front of someone the age of his parents without any 
care... 

He was shameless. 

““.However, speaking of nostalgia. With me here, ‘Byouinzaka Meiro,’ 
though a backup, and Fuyako-san’s doubt skill in the form of Lieutenant To- 
gishima—I’m feeling like I’m at a class reunion. 14 years huh, I guess it’s re- 
ally been that long. So long murder cases are starting to feel outdated.” 

“You’re the only one of that mind. Cut it short and throw up what you 
know. I’ll keep you company another time to reminisce about the past.” 

‘Well then —five things,” Kushinaka-sensei said. 

He hadn’t really changed his tone. 

“First: there are definitely multiple people involved.” 


He raised one finger. 


“Hanging someone off a basketball hoop, sure, but flipping a grand piano 
isn’t really a one-person job, even with tools—I’d hazard ten, maybe 15 peo- 
ple being in on it, realistically speaking.” 

Then, 

“Second,” 

He raised another finger. 

“They’re not acting on grudges or hatred—they’re probably committing 
those crimes like it’s a game.” 

“A game...” I butted in. 

To which he expounded, 

“You might also say, like it’s a mystery novel—their deeds come off as a 
caricature overall. They’re too unrealistic and comical. Ridiculous, almost 
fake-sounding” 

He then raised a third finger. 

“Third: they are pragmatists acting based on some kind of rule. However, 
it feels like they only respect those rules and don’t actually care about pretty 
much anything else.” 

“Pragmatists—” 

Pragmatic to some extent. 

It matched my prediction. 

They’d hung Kigi-sensei instead of Tsuugami-sensei up that hoop for the 
sole reason that he was lighter and easier to move—also, they hadn’t done 
anything superfluous to the corpses (well, ‘superfluous’ for a murder) like 
adding BGM to the music room. 

They avoided superfluousness and leaned towards cheap labor. 

They were such pragmatists. 

Though, if possible, I didn’t want to make it sound like they abided by 
some belief. 

“Fourth: ...Well, let’s not bother with that one here. Let’s skip to the last 
one.” 


Kushinaka-sensei raised— 


His remaining two fingers at once. 

“Fifth—it’s kind of self-evident, but they are related to the school.” 

(..Pfft.” 

Lieutenant Togashima barely held himself from laughing out loud. 

‘And here I was curious what gave you that all-knowing face, they’re all 
the most obvious things—talk about a lead, so stupid.” 

“Ahaha, I bet that’s how it looks to a specialist —well, even in that detec- 
tive play from 14 years ago I was helped by Byouinzaka-senpai and Fuyako- 
san the entire way through. Also—no matter how you spin it, that outcome 
wasn’t desirable.” 

“SO impudent, as always.” 

Lieutenant Togishima— 

Moved a hand to the shogi board—and grabbed a piece from it. 

The silver general. 

“T’m sorry I wasn’t helpful.” 

“Nah, that ain’t quite right—the fact you’ re thinking that way, or at least 
claiming to be thinking that way makes for some changes in how I see this 
case.” 

“Claiming to be...please, I’m sincere. I’m genuinely telling the truth. After 
all, holding untrue statements in front of you would be futile, wouldn’t it, 
Lieutenant?” 

“Well yeah...that’s quite right. But didn’t you hear from Fuyako? That skill 
doesn’t seem to work on people who can deceive themselves. And truly dan- 
gerous criminals are always, no exceptions, people like these.” 

“T wouldn’t deceive myself.” 

“14, years ago, maybe. What about now?” 

“Nothing has changed since then.” 

Kushinaka-sensei replied seamlessly. 

“Also—nor am I a criminal. I’m a virtuous citizen—a model tax-payer 
now.” 


“Really? So what, you’re my boss now?” 


Lieutenant Togishima’s mood didn’t seem to worsen from this interac- 
tion either—as though this was their standard way of communicating. 

Heh— 

Lieutenant Togishima snorted. 

“Lemme test something then—Kushinaka-kun. Kushinaka-kun, oh par- 
don, Kushinaka-sensei. Answer the questions I’m about to ask you with ‘I 
didn’t know.’” 

“Huhe” 

“T’Il leak info probably nobody other than the culprit knows about —and 
I wanna see how you react to that.” 

Lieutenant Togishima waited not for Kushinaka-sensei to respond, and 
continued straight with, “It’s about Higabe-san, the guy who died in the 
cooking classroom.” 

“Did you know he’d been stabbed with knives?” 

““..1 didn’t know,’” Kushinaka- sensei played along. 

Though—not because he was of a playful nature. 

He was basically being probed. 

“He was stabbed with eleven knives. Don’t ya know that?” 

““T didn’t know.’” 

“However—that’s not the whole story. You know that, don’t you?” 

““T didn’t know.’” 

“Tn addition to the eleven knives—” 

Lieutenant Togishima said, 

Truly calmly, 

“Higabe-san’s body—was stabbed by a pair of big sewing scissors.” 

a 

“You knew?” 

No.” 

Kushinaka-sensei— 

Serenely shook his head. 


“T wasn’t aware.” 


That—didn’t come off like something he’d been forced to say. 

His words didn’t have quotation marks around them. 

However, that was merely my personal impression; Lieutenant Togishima 
might have felt differently —he might’ve seen quotation marks I had failed to 
notice. 

Lieutenant Togishima— 

Used his fingers holding the silver general—to place it back down onto the 
board. 

The sound made by the piece echoed loudly through the room. 

Right after, the counseling room was back to being quiet. I got the impres- 
sion the temperature had dropped by a few degrees. 

“..Sorry to have bothered you, Kushinaka-kun. I wish I could’ve talked 
with you for longer, but sadly I’m pressed for time. Still, I’m glad I got to see 
your face again.” 

“Thank you. I was also glad I got to reminisce about Fuyako-san for 
once.” 

“Say whatever,” Lieutenant Togishima spouted out before standing up 
and—without leaving any last words, partaking in some idle chatter, or even 
glancing back at Kushinaka-sensei—leaving the room. 

He’d left— 

As suddenly as he’d arrived. 

Staring at the closed door wouldn’t accomplish anything, so I moved my 
gaze to the board where Lieutenant Togashima had played a move. Shogi 
shows one’s character. 

I wondered, did his move— 

“Huh? Hold on, isn’t this checkmate?” 

“Mn?” 

Kushinaka-sensei looked at the board, as though he’d only noticed its ex- 
istence after my remark, spent a few seconds moving his index finger around, 
then said— 

Ohh. 


“Not actually, Byouinzaka-sensei—the silver general cannot move there. 
I almost didn’t notice, but it’s simply a wrong move.” 

“A wrong move...” 

“T bet Lieutenant did it on purpose, though—a pretty forward declaration 
of war, huh.” 

«As it?” 

Shogi shows one’s character. 

Would that mean this lieutenant’s style was to aim for the win even if it 
meant breaking the rules? 

“T don’t know how you two are related, but Kushinaka-sensei, he seems 
to hate you quite a bit, doesn’t he?” 

Higabe-sensei’s doubts were nothing in comparison. 

He had clear and tangible suspicions. 

Almost as though he speculated Kushinaka-sensei was the culprit—well, 
I could understand the feeling. 

I could understand, but... 

For some reason, I was convinced Kushinaka- sensei couldn’t be the cul- 
prit—though it definitely wasn’t out of trust. 

Otherwise these two wouldn’t be able to behave like that in the same room. 

“Well, his precious niece went through a lot because of me. He might not 
want me to, but I understand his feelings.” 

“Oh really?” 

Could he really understand them— 

His feelings? 

“Fuyako-san wasn’t exactly the culprit of the case from 14 years ago— 
but it’s undeniable she was in that vicinity. With someone like her in his fam- 
ily, it might’ve become impossible for Lieutenant Togishima to get pro- 
moted. Though I don’t think he ever was the kind of person to hope for that, 
just thinking about how he has spent the last 14 years—I can’t help but re- 


spect him.” 


Saying so, Kushinaka-sensei started putting away the shogi pieces. Ap- 
parently, that slight exterior influence had annulled the game. 

I didn’t expect such a stoic decision from him. 

That also showed character, I guessed. 

“Okay. Still, we’re in a bind. With Lieutenant Togishima on the case, it 
might get resolved in no time.” 

“Isn’t that good news?” 

Why were we suddenly a bind after everything he’d said about the school 
relying on him and such? 

“We can’t rejoice just yet. I personally wish for things to resolve peace- 
fully, but honestly, I’m not entirely sure Lieutenant Togishima is capable of 
that.” 

“Peacefully?” 

Why? 

Was he taking his pseudo-school counselor role seriously and thinking 
about the effect it would have on the students? Just as I was thinking that — 

A certain thought emerged in my head. 

That was—a most natural thought. 

An exceedingly natural thought. 

“Kushinaka- sensei. Don’t tell me—” 

“Do you remember the description of the culprit I listed to the lieutenant 
moments ago? That fourth one,” 

Saying that, Kushinaka-sensei raised—four fingers. 

“What do you think it is?” 

“1 don’t have the slightest idea.” 

Well, that also meant it could literally be anything—but given the fact 
he’d kept it hidden on purpose, it has to be quite important. 

I asked him, 

“T’m in the dark. What’s the fourth one?” 

“The culprits are children,” 


Kushinaka-sensei delivered the culprit’s fourth feature. 


“This is not an adult’s crime—it’s extremely infantile. Very childish and 
naive. It’s researched but not intentful— rational but not logical.” 

“B-but—” 

Children. 

Moreover, combining that with the fifth feature—that they were related 
to the school... 

It leads to a single conclusion. 

T recalled. 

I once again recalled—the claim Kushinaka-sensei had made in the music 
room. 

Kushinaka-sensei’s comment regarding the lack of BGM on the crime 
scene. 

They didn’t have—what again? 

He was talking about imperfections...about them not having music clas- 
ses? 

Right. 

‘That being said, since they didn’t receive music classes—I guess I must 
overlook this imperfection,’ 

“Kushinaka-sensei— does that mean...” 

“Indeed. As far as I can tell,” 

Nodding, 

Kushinaka-sensei announced his conclusion: 


“The culprits are likely students of this school.” 


Talking only about Kushinaka-sensei wouldn’t really be fair, so I want to 
take a moment to talk about myself. 

About my origin. 

My very roots—more important than even my identity. 

That being said, it shouldn’t take long; I’ll try to be brief. To jump right 
into the topic—I, Byouinzaka Meiro, came into this world as a result of amul- 
tifetal pregnancy reduction surgery. 

To explain that surgery: when a mother expecting twins has a high chance 
of endangering her health during delivery, one of the two lives inside the 
womb gets removed through it—to put it in a malicious way, one of the lives 
gets chosen. 

I was originally a twin. 

It almost sounds like a joke that a backup was also a twin, but the more 
one thinks about it, the more frightful it is—before we could develop any kind 
of individuality, before our genders were even clear, one of us was selected. 

Just on the whim of the surgeon operating on my mother. 

Preferential treatment like no other. 

I was born by sheer luck—by a fortuitous decision—and am still alive yet 
again through sheer luck. 

There wasn’t any twin switch at work. 

No room for such tricks. 

An absolute selection. 

Of course, the same could be said about anyone—nobody came to life of 
their own volition, through an unwavering will. The fact that anyone can be 
born and keep on living is ultimately sheer luck. 

Everything is coincidence upon coincidence. 


There is no intent behind it. 


...On the other hand—although it’s not like the lost twin had wished to be 
born or live— 

Even though, 

They didn’t want to die— 

They didn’t want to be killed either. 

They were like me. 

Multifetal pregnancy reduction surgeries are only conducted when there 
are risks for the mother—according to my research, that was the case for my 
birth as well—so I couldn’t blame my mother for receiving it... Actually, it’s 
the opposite, I should be thanking her. The only reason I could be alive right 
now — is because they’d killed my twin back then. 

I should be grateful to them. 

However— 

However, if possible, I wish I’d never known. 

I wish they’d kept it hidden from me forever. 

We’re not talking about a pseudo-death— my life was in danger before I’d 
even been born; it’s no joke. It might be fitting for the main family, but a col- 
lateral like me didn’t deserve to be thrown into such a wild adventure. 

The cat-eyed girl had said, 

“T think that experience was very beneficial to you, collateral Meiro-chan. 
Setting aside value judgements of any sort, it’s something you should treas- 
ure. Even if traumatic, these past experiences are ultimately what created the 
current you. I, too, have painful memories. However, even they are part of my 
assets. Don’t they say even debts are part of your assets?” 

And laughed, but I think only an uninvolved third party can hold that 
opinion. 

Or did it mean she’d had a much harsher past herself? 

Was she carrying such assets— 

Such debts on her back? 

Well, setting aside whether I could be proud of it, she was right. Having a 


peculiar past can serve as a compass for yourself. 


The same goes for anyone. 

Thinking of oneself as special requires some kind of grounds—and with- 
out convincing themselves that they are special, people can’t survive for even 
a second. 


Except for exceptions like Kushinaka Choushi. 


The fourth and fifth victims were again found at the same time—it was on 
the day following the week-long school respite. 

An impressive pace. 

Lightning speed at this point. 

Borderline instantaneous. 

The murders happening right after the students came back was a pretty 
strong indicator for the validity of Kushinaka-sensei’s theory of the culprits 
being students. 

Rather, at this point, it was pretty evident. Even without giving it much 
thought, Kushinaka-sensei’s ideas on the victim selection and the culprit’s 
profile were merely one step—one tiny step—ahead of reality. 

These weren’t breakthroughs worthy of earning a title like ‘great detec- 
tive.’ 

They were valuable deductions, but only on a personal level, nothing 
more. They weren’t of any use when it came to ending the case or finding the 
culprits. 

He couldn’t do that. 

Nor was he trying to, either. 

I wasn’t sure what he meant behind his claim of wanting to ‘settle things 
peacefully,’ and I couldn’t imagine how that would go. 

Like with Higabe-sensei, I wasn’t the first person to find the corpse. And 
although my failure to gather more details might lead me to just spread mis- 
information, I shall try to describe the corpses of Jinno-sensei, the fourth 
victim, and Samehata-sensei, the fifth victim, at the moment of their discov- 
eries. 

Similarly to victims one to three—the crime scenes were bizarre. The 
more it went on like this, the more I felt like the case of Sonezaki-sensei, the 


zeroth victim, was actually just an accident. 


The fourth victim. 

Jinno Kyouzou. 

A gym teacher. 

His corpse was found in Senzai Academy’s courtyard, in the rose garden 
between two buildings—wrapped in rose ivy. 

That description in a vacuum might give the impression of something 
aesthetic, maybe even convince some that decorating a corpse this way could 
be pretty nice, but in this case the victim, Jinno-sensei, was a plain middle- 
aged man with 40 kilos of extra fat, so as you can imagine, it wasn’t the best 
sight to behold. 

And the fifth victim — discovered at the same time. 

Samehata Ikari. 

Like me, an English teacher. 

...Well, I was starting to grow accustomed to it, but no, my main occupa- 
tion wasn’t being an English teacher. 

That aside—if only one person so far could be called a ‘victim,’ he would 
deserve it by a landslide. Even if he hadn’t come first, he was the first victim. 
At least, no matter how pitiful that may be, I bet he would have preferred be- 
ing wrapped in roses like Jinno-sensei. 

His corpse was found in the toilets. 

Moreover, in a stall in the women's toilets. 

His body was keeping the lid up while his face was plunged into the toilet. 
Not much to say except, my condolences. I don’t think anyone can derive 
much joy from the way they die, but I’d rather die than die like this. This was 
a clear insult to the corpse more than anything— especially when considering 
the family’s feelings. 

Either way, no matter the reason, belief, or whatever was fueling them, 
fiddling and playing with corpses was the apex of immaturity. Of course 
they’re children, Kushinaka-sensei’s profiling was correct. 

Though that went without saying. 


The school closing procedure was reactivated right after being dispelled. 


It had barely lasted a second. 

Well, luckily for the school, many of the current students’ parents were 
highly influential with the media, so the news of these indiscriminate serial 
murders weren’t broadcasted. Though that merely meant they wouldn’t in- 
form me, an outsider, of the details. Still, I was shocked to learn that people 
capable of applying such pressure existed in real life. I finally learned at this 
age that authority was a tried and true power. 

Though— 

This too—was merely a matter of time. 

With the number of victims jumping from three to five —six if we were to 
accept Kushinaka-sensei’s claim—they wouldn’t be able to keep it hidden. 

This was way past the limits. 

Maybe I should’ve been trying to negotiate with my university to let me 
come back before I got dragged into the wild storm that was about to unfold — 
though it would be in vain anyway. 

This wasn’t a minor case of teacher shortage. We weren’t numerous to 
begin with, but with six people—a third of the staff—gone, I couldn’t imag- 
ine the school would let me go. 

Was it—if we die, it’s all together? 

Or—if I ate poison, I might as well eat the plate? 

At this point, I couldn’t tell. 

But either way, it was the same. 

But speaking of being unable to tell, I could say the same about 
Kushinaka-sensei’s actions. Six of the school’s seven male teachers had 
passed away, leaving him alone, and yet, even in this situation — 

He was still coming to school like normal. 

He hadn’t taken a single day off. 

I wasn’t expecting a, 

‘T can’t work when there might be a murderer in the school! I’ll stay at 


home and rest!’ 


But now that we’d come this far, it would only be natural to seek the po- 
lice’s protection. I couldn’t imagine Lieutenant Togishima easily granting 
him that, but it was the common procedure in cases like this. 

Kushinaka-sensei had said grandiose things about his responsibility as an 
instructor and his ethics as a member of society, but that wasn’t nearly 
enough to satisfy the people around him. He was currently getting a more 
special treatment than ever before in the staff room (though, of course, part 
of it was the natural feeling of not wanting to be dragged into whatever may 
befall him). 

I didn’t take him for the sensitive kind, but he must’ve hated being looked 
at this way— even though he already barely visited the staff room, he’d com- 
pletely confined himself to the counseling room. 

Well— 

Thad no obligations to worry about him. 

If he got killed after remaining so careless, he would’ve reaped what he’d 
sown. 

Even so, finding it hard to be in the tense staff room and, to be honest, 
having nothing to do as an outsider, on a whim—I found myself confined in 
the counseling room alongside him. 

And— 


On a fateful day of heading for the counseling room instead of the staff 
room, I opened the door and found myself in shock. 

A woman was sitting on the sofa. 

Moreover, she was quite the beauty. 

Is she a new full-time teacher the school hired to replace the murdered ones? 
But she doesn’t really give that impression, and even if that was the case, why 
would she even be in the counseling room at this hour...—as my brain was racing, 

“Oh? What brings you here?” 

Suddenly, 

Someone spoke from behind me. 

Turning around, I saw that it was Kushinaka-sensei—I seemed to have 
arrived before him for once. Or maybe he’d simply stopped somewhere on his 
way here. 

‘To bring you this. You forgot to take it.” 

Saying that, the woman pointed at a wrapped object on the table—it ap- 
peared to be a lunchbox. 

“Oh. I see—thank you for that.” 

Saying so, Kushinaka- sensei passed by my side and entered the room. 

“Still, this school is a tad dangerous, you should go home quickly.” 

“.But—” 

“You should go home quickly.” 

As the woman tried to say anything — 

Kushinaka-sensei interrupted her by repeating himself. 

“Tt’s okay.” 

ile 

The woman fell silent for a moment. 

She then said, 

“Then I shall gladly take my leave.” 


The woman gently bowed to him before leaving the counseling room— 
walking down the hallway at a fast pace, quickly leaving my sight. 

«’.Who was she?” 

Once I’d confirmed her leaving, I entered the room and closed the door. I 
then sat on the sofa—on the same spot the woman had been occupying until 
moments ago—and asked Kushinaka- sensei, 

“Your sister, maybe?” 

“T guess she is, in a way,” Kushinaka-sensei said, grabbing for the lunch- 
box the woman had brought him and emphasizing his other hand’s ring fin- 
ger. 

That finger —didn’t actually have a ring on it, however. 

“She’s my sister wife.” 

eee ds 

I couldn’t comprehend his words. 

They only generated more questions. These numerous questions were 
running amok inside my head. 

“.Wait, huuuuh?! Kushinaka-sensei, you were married! ?” 

“Mhn? Did I never tell you?” 

He tilted his head as though he was more surprised than me. 

Hold on, how could I only learn of this now? 

For this man who gives off no sign of having a life rhythm of life hygiene 
to have a family... How should I put it, it was too much. Way too much. 

I’'d assumed him to be single since he didn’t seem like that type... Huh, but 
thinking about it, I guess—he was in his late twenties, in theory it shouldn’t 
be weird for someone that age to be married... 

Still. 

Even so...still, it was. 

I was at a loss for words. 

“Oh really? I have to apologize. I guess it completely went over my head. 
Then I should’ve taken the opportunity to introduce her to you.” 


«.Why did you two get married?” 


This gentle inquiry was my way of asking ‘How did you even manage to 
get married?’ 

However, my intent didn’t seem to have made its way across. 

“Hmm, good question. The biggest reason, I guess, is that I couldn’t bear 
coming back home and having nobody there for me.” 

Instead, he gave me this needlessly- emotional reply. 

It pissed me off. 

Not like I had any reason to be angry. 

“’.Do you also happen to have kids?” 

“A boy called Kuroshi. He’s soon turning two.” 

Huh, really? 

Icouldn’t even muster the bare minimum of reactions. That was shocking 
enough to overthrow any and all impressions I’d had of him. 

This world is an indecipherable mystery. 

These words had never hit harder than at that moment. 

“But Kushinaka-sensei...although your wife said she came to deliver your 
lunchbox, wasn’t it actually just an excuse—wasn’t she waiting here because 
she was worried about you?” 

“Ohh.” 

Kushinaka-sensei clapped his hands, as though he’d finally realized. 

“You might be right, yeah. Huh, I see. Of course she wouldn’t be telling the 
truth.” 

oe? 

That was a weird sentence. 

Did he mean she wasn’t honest with her feelings? 

Eh, whatever. 

“Was it fine to drive her out like that, then?” 

‘“Well—I might get yelled at tonight. Good grief, I seriously don’t know 
what to do with her, she just keeps on lying.” 


He scratched his head, seemingly troubled, before putting his lunchbox 
away for the moment. Then, as though to indicate that this was the end of this 
topic, he said, 

“So, what should we do today? We still have too much free time on our 
hands, so how about it, Byouinzaka- sensei, should we play some more shogi 
for once?” 

And pointed at the shogi board. 

...1 really didn’t want to play shogi with him again, ever. To begin with, I 
preferred chess anyway. 

The pieces are lame in shogi. 

Also— 

Although I was of the mind that, if Kushinaka-sensei got killed in this sit- 
uation, he would’ve deserved it, I couldn’t really maintain that opinion now 
that I knew he had a wife and a kid—I couldn’t let this end that way. 

I’d assumed him to be a self-destructive kind of person—and I might still 
be right— 

I’d assumed him to be solitary— 

Isolated— 

Secluded. 

But if even such a person can have a family, a household, that changes 
everything. 

He mustn’t be killed. 

He—mustn’t die. 

That’s what I thought. 

“Kushinaka-sensei...don’t you think you should take some time off from 
school? As you say, we have nothing but free time so there isn’t much for you 
to do anyway, is there? Shouldn’t you, like...wait until everything settles...°” 

“Mm? What happened, Byouinzaka-sensei? Why’re you saying that so 
suddenly?” 

“Don’t joke around—I’m being serious.” 


“Serious, is it? Let me see...” 


Kushinaka-sensei replied, rather cynically— 

And shrugged his shoulders, rather forcefully. 

“Well, Ido have my own view on the matter—however, you have a point. 
Even I will die if I get killed.” 

“Obviously.” 

“But—I don’t want to take a rest, if possible. Running away wouldn’t be 
manly.” 

“Manly...?” 

In this situation, 

In the midst of being targeted for being a man —what in the world was he 
saying? 

He was fooling around. 

For once I was worried for him, and this was the result. 

However, in his own way, Kushinaka-sensei seemed to be taking this se- 
riously in spite of that: 

“After all, I’m not the type of person who can silently look at things pro- 
gressing without my knowledge—I’m rather the type to silently look at 
things progressing in full knowledge of them.” 

...l wasn’t sure I understood that difference. 

“But it’s not like you’re trying to do anything, are you? Same for the de- 
duction game—it’s just something you thought of on a whim, right?” 

“Indeed. But—” 

Even so. 

I want to see things to the end with my own eyes— 

Kushinaka-sensei said. 

“Also, Byouinzaka-sensei, I’m not a complete idiot. I can guarantee my- 
self a minimum of safety at least. 

“Guarantee...” 

“Only temporarily...but yes. It’s a good occasion, I might as well say it. It 


might go against a school counselor’s confidentiality clause, but this is only 


based on rumors. If the one in a thousand—in a million scenario comes to 
pass, please transmit this to Lieutenant Togishima.” 

After speaking like this was his dying wish— Kushinaka-sensei immedi- 
ately continued, not waiting for me to reply. 

“The serial murders currently taking place—operate based on a single 
law.” 

«A law?” 

“Yes—a rule.” 

Arule. 

Was it a rule the culprits were trying to abide by? 

“Tt took me quite some time before I could say it confidently, but at this 
point I’m fairly certain of it.” 

“What kind of rule...” 

I thought for a bit, then said, 

“Ts it that only male teachers are to be targeted?” 

“Not really. That’s merely something they do based on another belief — 
or maybe, simply because the numbers match perfectly.” 

“The numbers?” 

Huh? 

That reminded me—hadn’t he used the same words prior? 

The numbers matched? 

What numbers—what numbers matched? 

Perfectly? 

“For rules, couldn’t it be this? That every corpse should be decorated in 
some meaningless way?” 

“Hoh. Is it really wise to assume them to be meaningless?” Kushinaka- 
sensei said. 

As though he was dodging the question. 

“Starting from the conclusion, this case, Byouinzaka-sensei—is ulti- 
mately a series of so-called mitate murders.” 


“M-mitate?” 


“Exactly. Among the many symbols present in mystery novels, this one is 
reputed to be the most outlandish, the most unrealistic one.” 

Saar 

Right, I had heard of that. 

It was commonly featured in old mystery novels—I believed it consisted 
of purposely making a corpse look like something else. However — 

“Locked rooms are plausible. Dying messages too. Missing links aren’t too 
far-fetched. I imagine some fearless people must have attempted twin 
switches and manipulation murders. However, I doubt there are more than a 
handful of mitate murders in recorded history—since, in reality, they are de- 
void of meaning.” 

“Devoid of —” 

Meaning. 

Meaningless—without any presumption. 

“After all, those aren’t linked in the slightest to concealing the crime. In 
the context of real murders, mitate murders only amount to showing off 
one’s prey. They’re not even there to provoke the detective. To be blunt, they 
are a disgrace among mystery novel motifs and only serve to unidimension- 
ally show off the culprit’s unrealistic bizarreness.” 

“Bizarreness...would that be their aesthetics?” 

“There is nothing artful about it. Only airs.” 

“Airs...” 

But, I said. 

If my memory serves right, when mystery novels depict mitate murders — 

“The mitate are merely a cover to conceal a different, inconvenient aspect. 
For example...a woman mitate’d into a man by having her put on male clothes 
is actually a cover to retrieve her initial clothes on which the culprit's blood 
had landed on...or something like that.” 

I was only speaking from vague recollection. 


Still, it should mostly be right. 


“Indeed. And sure, that would slightly make it enter the realm of real- 
ism—however, this case is different. Here, we have pointless mitate mur- 
ders. That’s our biggest issue.” 

“Mitate...but—” 

Then, 

What mitate were they using? 

Kigi-sensei, hung off a basketball hoop. 

Tsuugami-sensei, crushed by a grand piano. 

Higabe-sensei, stabbed through and through with knives. 

Jinno-sensei, wrapped in roses. 

Samehata-sensei, plunged into a toilet. 

What exactly—were they mitate’d into? 

As long as it doesn’t come across to us—to the observers—it doesn’t 
function as a mitate. 

And as long as it doesn’t function as one— 

It cannot be called a mitate—can it? 

“You’re forgetting Sonezaki-sensei who got pushed down the stairs, 
Byouinzaka-sensei.” 

“Oh, right—but even taking him into account, it doesn’t open any doors 
to me. ...Um, Kushinaka-sensei, not that I’m asking you to hurry, but I can’t 
shake the feeling you haven’t actually started at the conclusion...” 

“T’ve already stated it, though. I’m done speaking it. But I guess it’s no 
wonder it hasn’t clicked—actually, at this point in time, the number of adults 
to have picked up on this are extremely scarce. I’m most likely the only one.” 

« Eh?” 

That phrasing didn’t sit well with me. 

Adults to have picked up on this? 

Not people—but adults? 

This discrimination meant, in other words — 

‘“.In other words, you’re saying that for children—for students, it’s ob- 


vious what the teachers are being mitate’d into?” 


“Yes. It has probably turned into a rumor by now.” 

Kushinaka-sensei nodded— 

To my question. 

“Tt’s arumor between children, so it rarely leaks out. It never reaches the 
teachers, of course, but not even the parents or the police. To begin with, 
adults would only see this as dumb. I have only heard about this by chance 
due to being in the delicate position of a pseudo-school counselor.” 

Though it shouldn’t take much longer before it leaks out—he added. 

Kushinaka-sensei then said, 

“Byouinzaka-sensei, didn’t you have any of these around when you were 
a student? Well, maybe not all of them, with each school being slightly dif- 
ferent.” 

«’.What would ‘these’ be?” 

“The school’s ghost stories,” he answered plainly. 

He then added, 

“You know, the so-called Seven School Mysteries.” 

“S...8-S-seven mysteries...?” 

The numbers— 

The numbers matched. 

The Seven School Mysteries—and the seven male teachers working at 
Senzai All-Girls Academy. 

Seven. 

Sonezaki-sensei, Kigi-sensei, Tsuugami-sensei, Higabe-sensei, Jinno- 
sensei, Samehata-sensei— and Kushinaka-sensei. 

Seven. 

The Seven School Mysteries. 

They matched—perfectly. 

“B-but the seven mysteries...did Senzai Academy even have those?” 

“The school is quite old, of course it would. However, even with the stu- 
dents knowing them as a matter of fact, surprisingly, the teachers don’t often 


hear about them. This isn’t necessarily a result of you being an outsider. Even 


the academy’s OGs who became teachers have likely forgotten most of their 
student days. Also, they change along with the era anyway.” 

re 

“T don’t think I need to explain myself any further, but I’ll still go through 
them just in case. Each teacher’s murder was mitate’d into—” 

Kushinaka-sensei started explaining on his own before my understand- 
ing could catch up. 

This situation might be the equivalent of a resolution scene in mystery 
novels —but it didn’t feel that way in the slightest. 

Screw resolutions and explanations. 

I was merely getting more and more confused. 

I recalled Lieutenant Togishima’s words. 

Kushinaka-sensei’s shogi playstyle, the way he approached victory and 
defeat, came off as though he only pursued generating more chaos onto the 
board— 

“Seven Mysteries number one—the stairs gaining one step.” 

Kushinaka-sensei listed them in order— 

Without even lowering his voice or creating a mood. 

“At dusk, the stairs leading to the south building’s roof mysteriously go 
from having 12 to 13 steps. Anyone stepping on that thirteenth step will fall 
from the stairs—and die.” 

“Stairs—” 

Sonezaki-sensei, who’d fallen from the stairs. 

“Seven Mysteries number two—the headless basketball player. A headless 
ghost using its head as a ball plays in the gymnasium at night. The ghost is 
said to be of a basketball club member who lost her head in a traffic accident.” 

“As a ball.” 

Kigi-sensei, hung off a basketball hoop. 

“Seven Mysteries number three—the music room’s carnivorous piano. 
The music room’s piano eats people.” 


“Rats—” 


Tsuugami-sensei, crushed by a grand piano. 

“Seven Mysteries number four—the cooking classroom’s knives. The one 
who cannot answer the disembodied, mysterious question will have their 
body pierced with thirteen knives.” 

“ ..K-knives” 

Higabe-sensei, stabbed through and through with knives. 

“And number five of the Seven Mysteries—there is a corpse buried in the 
garden to feed the roses’ roots. And number six, this one is quite common— 
Hanako-san inside the toilet.” 

et) 

Jinno-sensei, wrapped in roses. 

Samehata-sensei, plunged into a toilet. 

“Tf you don’t become friends with Hanako-san, she will pull you inside 
the toilet.” 

...Oh my gosh. 

With such a thorough explanation, they seem so evident. 

It was shockingly comprehensible. 

All of this mess—made sense. 

There was no need to think about it on a mitate level or anything... 

It was straight up that. 

“Yes, it’s a rather low-level mitate—it’s not smart in any way. That 
should be pretty evident from the piece of information we’ve received from 
Lieutenant Togishima.” 

“The piece of information?” 

If my memory served right, he’d leaked something about Higabe-sensei’s 
corpse to test Kushinaka-sensei’s reaction. 

“Tn addition to knives, Higabe-sensei’s body was stabbed by sewing scis- 
sors...or something.” 

“The cooking classroom had a total of 11 knives at the students’ disposal. 
It wasn’t enough for the Seven Mysteries’ 13 knives to begin with.” 


That’s why they are mere ghost stories, he remarked. 


Well...as could be observed in the first one, ghost stories often include the 
numbers 13, four, or nine. 

No wonder they sometimes didn’t match with reality. 

“That’s why—the culprit made do with the scissors. Since scissors have 
two blades. In other words, stabbing with one pair of scissors means 11 + 2, 
13.” 

“.. Yikes.” 

So forceful. 

It just sounded like they couldn’t be bothered to prepare more knives. 

So naive. 

So childish—and infantile. 

“Looking at it this way, it’s more of a mitate murder-like play—it might 
be better to call it a Seven School Mysteries play. ...Well, the children behind 
it are serious. I’d rather not mock educational endeavors.” 

“E-education?” 

This wasn’t the priority by far. 

But...yes, it made sense. 

That might also be why Kushinaka-sensei had profiled the culprits to be 
students. If only students normally know about their existences—that would 
be inevitable. 

Although he’d said it took him time until he could be confident— 

Even without confidence, he could still form that hypothesis—I’d finally 
understood. 

I finally understood. 

The reason Kushinaka-sensei could be the first to discover Kigi-sensei 
and Tsuugami-sensei’s corpses, though unofficially—was because 
Sonezaki-sensei had previously fallen from the stairs (or been pushed), 
which matched with the first of the Seven Mysteries. 

Kushinaka-sensei had always been suspicious of the second gymnasium 
and the music classroom. 


.. However, that led me to an entirely different question. 


Was it fine to ask that? 

“Kushinaka-sensei.” 

After much hesitation—I finally decided to ask him. 

It might not have been the right thing to do, 

But I couldn’t resist the urge. 

“Then...if you knew about this, couldn’t you have stopped these serial 
murders already?” 

I had thought that was impossible for him. 

[had thought so until mere moments ago. 

But— 

“Tf you’d disclosed that information—like during the initial staff meet- 
ing—couldn’t we have prevented maybe not everything, but a good part of 
this case?” 

“You’re putting me in a bind. After all, I’m not the type of great detective 
to thwart a case before it can even happen—” 

Although his tone was jesting— 

His articulation was muddled. 

“Nor am I a great detective to begin with. Hadn’t I handed you the de- 
tective role, Byouinzaka-sensei?” 

“That’s...” 

Putting me in a bind. 

I’d told him not to treat me the same as the main family’s monsters. 

I didn’t fall for his smooth talk and continued. 

Maybe the verb ‘interrogated’ would fit here. 

“Kushinaka-sensei, you said you wished for the case to be settled peace- 
fully...but don’t you actually wish for it to not be resolved? I’m not going to 
ask when you came up with that deduction—but at the very least, you could 
have prevented Jinno-sensei and Samehata-sensei’s murders.” 

With the victims being limited to male teachers, 


And the Seven School Mysteries mitate, 


With these two facts known beforehand —like, if he’d told Lieutenant To- 
gishima about them—the fourth and fifth murders surely wouldn’t have 
happened. 

No. 

It might not have actually been that simple in reality however, even so... 

“Being an educator means accepting your students.” 

Eventually, 

Kushinaka-sensei said so. 

“Even if that leads to you being killed —at least, that’s what a wise person 
once said. I personally wouldn’t go that far. Still...how should I put it—they 
will ultimately get caught anyway, so part of me feels like letting them 
achieve it.” 

“L-letting them achieve...their crimes?” 

“Yeah,” he nodded. 

He—nonchalantly nodded. 

“T want to see them succeed. Though, naturally, I wouldn’t assume Jinno- 
sensei and Samehata-sensei fully share my view on this.” 

“B-but—” 

They were ultimately strangers. 

Jinno-sensei and Samehata-sensei...given the fact I’d failed to realize the 
truth for so long—I couldn’t blame him for not preventing all of these mur- 
ders. 

Someone else didn’t do something even I couldn’t. 

I couldn’t blame him for that. 

I didn’t have that right. 

However— 

“At this rate—you’ll be killed too, Kushinaka-sensei.” 

There was only one male teacher left. 

And one of the Seven Mysteries left. 

In other words— 


Wanting them to succeed means — that. 


“T would, and that’s my biggest problem with this. As I’ve just said, I don’t 
especially want to die. What to do... I’ve somehow put that thought away for 
so long I’ve run out of time.” 

ne 

Having heard everything, it really felt like he deserved it. It was entirely 
Kushinaka-sensei’s responsibility for having clearly not acted against it—so 
much so I had no idea what to tell him. 

He had missed his chance to make a decision so hard— 

He ultimately ended up trapped on all sides. 

Yeah, that was just like him. 

That was straight up—his shogi playstyle. 

“But then, Kushinaka-sensei... If you’re aware of this, shouldn’t you be 
keeping away from school? You might want them to finish their thing and 
succeed, but that won’t make anyone happy. I mean, it would only kill you 
and add to the culprits’ sentences.” 

For the latter, it was already kind of too late with six victims on their 
hands. 

Either way, they had no hope of starting anew. 

Starting anew. 

Was that what Kushinaka- sensei meant when he’d used these words one 
day? If so, that would mean he’d been aware of the truth behind this case for 
that long... However — 

Even with the culprits being minors, 

There was still—no hope of them starting anew. 

Therefore, 

“Kushinaka-sensei, do you remember what you told me at some point?” 

“What is it?” 

“That the main characters at school are the teachers, not the students. 
What did you mean by that? Back then I thought you meant something like, 
‘The house always wins at casinos,’ but how is it?” 


“No, you have it right.” 


I’d assumed he wouldn’t remember having ever said that, but surprisingly 
that wasn’t the case—he replied on the spot. 

However—he added. 

“Students eventually graduate. On the other hand, teachers—cannot 
graduate.” 

oe 

One cannot graduate—from society. 

Even if they can drop out, 

There is no right place to end. 

... [he same applied to my laboratory. 

“But...if this case’s culprits are students, I doubt they’ ever have the op- 
portunity to start anew.” 

“Won’t they?” 

“So Kushinaka-sensei, I really don’t think you should hesitate in keeping 
away from school.” 

“That’s why—at least for the moment—I have guaranteed myself the 
bare minimum of safety.” 

“How...?” 

“The last of the Seven Mysteries,” Kushinaka-sensei languidly said. 

He might’ve gotten sick of my questions by now. And indeed, I’d meddled 
with him way more than was my norm. 

“The suicide jumper constantly falling from the roof—they never reach 
the ground or something.” 

ks 

“In other words, even if I get invited there, as long as I never set foot on 
the roof, I should be safe—does that satisfy you, Byouinzaka-sensei?” 

Still—Kushinaka- sensei continued, still as languid. 

“Although I don’t want to die by any means—part of me thinks that 


someone like me would be better off dead.” 
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I’ve never feared being misunderstood. If anything, I’ve always found it 
inevitable. Yes, being understood would make me happy, but that doesn’t 
mean I would do anything to attain that. 

I want to be happy, but I don’t think everyone has an obligation to strive 
for happiness. I want to get along with others, but I don’t think everyone has 
an obligation to strive to get along with others. 

For some reason, 

I don’t feel any obligation to strive for the greater good. 

The world is critically filled with miscreants, malice, mischiefs, and mis- 
deeds, and it’s impossible to avoid all of those. Anyone can become miserable, 
so it shouldn’t come as a surprise when that happens to you. 

Unjustified disasters and false charges are commonplace. There are no ex- 
ceptions, everything is merely going as it does. 

I was slowly realizing that. 

“Although I don’t want to die by any means—part of me thinks that 
someone like me would be better off dead.” 

When I heard Kushinaka-sensei say that, I found myself lost for words — 
but thinking about it more thoroughly, this might actually be a bottled 
thought shared universally by all of humanity. 

Isn’t everyone devoid of hope for the world to that degree? 

Doesn’t everything find the world awful? 

Pessimism isn’t unique to adolescence. 

Everybody is a member of the resistance. 

I, too— 

Unrelated to me being a Byouinzaka or whatever main or collateral 
branch, might be like that. 

Sigh.” 


In the end, I’d failed to persuade Kushinaka-sensei. I’d told him until the 
bitter end to stay away for the sake of his wife and child, (really uncharacter- 
istically) raising my voice, but he would reply with claims like, “The victims 
up to this point also had a family,” which made sense but also clearly didn’t, 
dodging my point. 

“Well, whatever... Despite what I said myself, he doesn’t seem like the 
kind to die even when killed.” 

Also—while Kushinaka-sensei going to school in this situation might 
have been suicidal, him and the word ‘suicide’ seemed so distant from one 
another that I couldn’t put the two together in my mind. 

It lacked realism. 

Someone living like an non-human dying a human death would be too un- 
realistic. 

Of course, that too—was reality. 

It was society. 

And the world. 

“..The world, huh. What a disproportionate word. Not one I’m qualified 
to use, not even having been to Hawaii—not like I know much about Japan 
either.” 

Mumbling these insipid thoughts to myself, I wandered through the al- 
most-empty school, headed for the south building’s highest floor. 

To be more precise—the stairs connecting to the roof. 

The ones Sonezaki- sensei had fallen from. 

The stairs he’d...been pushed from. 

With how well the other five victims matched with the Seven School Mys- 
teries, it should be safe to call Sonezaki-sensei the zeroth victim now. 

If anything, the first murder ending in a failure, ina mere attempt, might 
justify the rapid pace the following murders had followed. The long period of 
time between the zeroth and first victims was probably spent training not to 
commit the same mistakes again. 


As expected from a prestigious school. 


The students never forgot to review their tests. 

However— even if they can study, they don’t get art. 

They can be rational but not logical. 

““..Huh, unless he fell really badly...being pushed from this high up nor- 
mally shouldn’t be lethal.” 

Saying so, I climbed the stairs. 

One step, a second, a third... 

12 steps. 

I went down them to redo the count once, but it hadn’t gained a step. 

Obviously. 

I somewhat remembered Seven Mysteries being a thing in my high school 
as well—but I couldn’t recall the details. These memories were locked behind 
a layer of fog. They probably didn’t differ much from this school’s. 

There, I realized. 

To confirm where I was standing: this was the staircase Sonezaki- sensei 
had fallen from—I’d merely come to check it out on a whim, but this was also 
the stairway leading to the roof. 

Which means— 

The roof was beyond this door. 

Number Seven—of the Seven Mysteries. 

The suicide jumper constantly falling from the roof. 

«.Mn.” 

I hesitated. 

Then, I put a hand on the heavy metal door. 

I couldn’t be sure whether the rumored ‘roof’ was the south building’s, 
but— even so, I thought it might have been good for future purposes to check 
what kind of place lay behind that door, just in case. Senzai Academy’s roofs 
had free access, but thinking about it, I’d never visited any of them since ar- 
riving here— 


However, 


Although I'd opened the door, I...didn’t get to see the scenery visible from 
there. 

Thump. 

A strong shock ran through the back of my head. 


I instantly—lost consciousness. 


Next thing I knew, there was a wall ahead. I crashed into it. An insur- 


mountable wall. No this wasn’t a wall it’s the ground I was fall 


I don’t want my life flash I’m being strangled pain pain pain huh hold I’m 
dying I’m gonna diiiie I can’t move a finger my throat is parched I want to 
drink tea tea tea tea don’t teasing oh right I forgot my body was my body was 
in trouble I’m ending enddd I’m collateral so Byouinzaka Meiro original she 
she she she silent she never said anything though I’d never met nor she never 
speaks with anyone she’s the only nobody else could know music there’s no 
BGM but the original reduction lost twin heads heads heads are heads heads 
heads disappear into nothing burning flames not making a sound I can’t hear 
I can’sound sound heartbeat going away I can’t hear my blood floMy body is 
ceasi is ceasing to functionnn getting wrwrwrung I’m II ‘m body my body I 
eat why what this is question and difficult and mysterious and seven myster- 
ies I don’t don’t don’t don’t know can’t can’t see I’m dyimys- 


teriesIdontknownownownowowe 


No no no II don’t why should I die I’1l wake up in bed no no it can’t I can’t 
see no I can’t feel pain it hurts pain aches pains pain no pain pain no pain it 
hurts ithurtsithurtsithurtsithurtsithurtsithurtsithurtsithurtsithurt- 
sithurtsithurtsithurts IcantIcantIcantIcantIcantIcantIcantIcantIcantIcantI- 
cantIcantIcantIcantIcantIcantIcant ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhbhh aches arcs 
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I'll die. 

Why me? 

Why me? 

Why me? 

“Why me—?” 

Why do I—have to die? 


I don’t want to die. 


? Using the male pronoun “ore” instead of “watashi,’ the neutral one mostly used by 
women. 


Since our narrator, Byouinzaka-sensei, has been killed, I, Kushinaka 
Choushi, will now take over that role. That being said, Byouinzaka-sensei’s 
death as the sixth victim of the Prestigious All-Girls School Seven Mysteries 
Murder Case (lol) also spelled an end to this case, leaving me with mere 
scraps to tell. 

Even so, since I’ve been given the responsibility of looking after 
Byouinzaka-sensei as a temporary teacher, cleaning this up is part of my job. 
I'll do my best to cleanly see this through to its end. 

Still, I have to say, Byouinzaka- sensei was too naive. 

Despite having deduced the culprits to be ‘pragmatic to an extent’ due to 
them not choosing Tsuugami-sensei as the first victim, not considering in 
the slightest the possibility of him, a male teacher, being killed, was a 
shame—regardless of his temporary status or if he was only here for some 
time while Sonezaki- sensei was hospitalized. I’d even told him that the cul- 
prits searched for convenient occasions to kill and acted on them. 

Really, what a poor guy. 

Worrying about others when the priority was elsewhere. 

And yet, he’s the backup of my adored, treasured senior —Byouinzaka- 
senpai, Byouinzaka Meiro-senpai, the great Byouinzaka Meiro-senpai— 
whom I loved so much I almost confessed to once; I can’t believe it. Well, as 
he’d said himself, he was a backup and not a spare, a clone, or a twin—I 
might’ve been in the wrong for expecting them to be more similar. 

After all, they were different down to their genders. 

I’d felt destiny at play when I first heard his name, but...I guess life isn’t 
that dramatic. 

It’s still my life, in the end. 

In a way, Byouinzaka-sensei might have been the most pitiable one here, 
but I won’t expand on that. 

Well, even if rushed, I might as well apply what I’ve learned from 
Byouinzaka-sensei and write down the victim’s state—in other words, the 


state of Byouinzaka Meiro-sensei’s corpse. 


That was, yet again, a bizarre one. 

First, the cause of death was a concussion. His ankles were wrapped in re- 
sistance bands (the kind used to train in sports), with which he was hung off 
the roof. 

For clarity, imagine a bungee jumper—that was probably the root for the 
culprits’ idea as well. 

He’d been mitate’d into an ever-falling corpse via bungee jumping — it al- 
most feels forceful, but it has a certain aesthetic sense that might echo with 
some people. Though I won’t comment on whether that’s a nonsense or a 
high-brow sense. 

Well, putting myself in Byouinzaka-sensei’s shoes, there’s a silver lining 
in that he wasn’t plunged into a toilet like Samehata-sensei. 

Actually no, that’s merely a deceit. 

So, after that—after completing that mitate, the group of culprits who 
tried to leave the school were arrested by the crime squad led by Lieutenant 
Togishima. It didn’t go as smoothly as planned, but I wasn’t there to see it 
with my own eyes so I don’t know the details. 

As expected, the culprits were students of Senzai Academy, henceforth 
minors, so I shall refrain from disclosing their names here. Only three people 
were arrested right then, but through investigating connections and such, 
little by little, all the students involved with the seven crimes were caught. 

A total of 25. 

25 students. 

More numerous than the amount of teachers in the staff room—even for 
me, it was unexpected, quite higher than my expectations. I’m not sure what 
to say—they’re making me jealous with how many friends they have. 

The news hadn’t aired due to the pressure put on by the parents, but given 
the unprecedented nature of the case, that had its limits (also, some of the 
concerned parties’ children were in the group of arrested children) so it was 
greatly under the spotlight right now. Still, to borrow Byouinzaka-sensei’s 


expression, detailing the plans put forth by the school to rebuild its image 


wouldn’t really be entertaining, so I’ll keep it brief and simple. It’s quite ev- 
ident that this case was a fatal blunder for the school, but pessimism doesn’t 
get anyone anywhere. As a member of the staff myself, I want to leave a trace 
of my resolve of supporting the school. 

All of that said, I might need to add a few footnotes. For example, regard- 
ing the motive. 

Why had that group indiscriminately killed male teachers? 

Why had that group followed the Seven School Mysteries? 

It is part of my duty as the stand-in narrator to explain these—I shall 
preface this by saying this is not the equivalent of a mystery novel’s so-called 
resolution. 

I’m not the type of great detective to prevent cases from happening, but 
nor am I the type to claim having known the entire truth all along, obvi- 
ously—to begin with, as I said, I’m not a great detective. 

Therefore— 

This case doesn’t have a resolution. 

It has, at most, a few insipid annotations—or something. As you must 
have noticed by this point, I was the root of this. 

It was the counseling. 

I’m by no means a specialist, so my make-believe school counseling is 
still mere make-believe—however, the claims about making the students fall 
in love with me (I can’t believe Byouinzaka- sensei actually took me seriously 
on this) were only an excuse— though they have a bit of truth in them. 

Since it’s my job, I take any counseling seriously. 

I intend to, at least. 

I wasn’t constantly working with a letter of resignation in my pocket, but 
I was a teacher nevertheless. Although I have no choice but to accept the en- 
tire blame for letting Byouinzaka-sensei think of me this way, I just had a 
hard time getting my seriousness across. So, to go straight to the point, my 
general approach upon being consulted was ‘I recommend changing your 


perspective on the worries bugging you down.’ 


One can only be happy with the right set of values. For example, if a bully 
falls in love with the girl she bullied and that girl falls in love with the bully — 
there’s no longer any problem. 

To get over something one hates, they just have to come to love it—ap- 
prehensions can be overcome by turning them into pleasing experiences. 

That’s the idea. 

To girls troubled by their bad grades, I find the best strategy to be making 
them accept the situation and think it’s okay to have bad grades. 

Well, I just come up with these on the spot, though. 

They are good short-term solutions. 

My counseling is solely focused on the short term. 

And some time ago, I counseled two students around the same time pe- 
riod. I remember them being quite high-strung. I sort of pitied them, but 
that’s enough of that. My sentimentality has nothing to do here. 

One of them claimed to be able to see ghosts. Like she was a warrior or a 
princess in her past life and could see guardian and haunting spirits; you get 
the type. Every grade has one or two students like her, but she was a bit of an 
excessive case and had trouble leading a normal life. 

Also, she was afraid of the Seven School Mysteries. She would come to me 
and claim having seen the stairs with an additional step or having witnessed 
the headless basketball player, so I wasn’t sure how to deal with her. 

To be clear, I don’t believe in ghosts—however, purely denying her claims 
wouldn’t solve anything. It’s like how, if you asked everyone what’s the best 
book they’ve read, you’d get a ton of differing answers. Denying one’s favor- 
ite book doesn’t help. 

Therefore, I put in the effort to change her values: 

You can see ghosts. 

Where’s the issue? It’s part of what makes you yourself. 

Also, ghosts aren’t especially scary. 

Same for the Seven School Mysteries, legends say that the person ful- 


filling all of them will receive eight types of happiness— things like that. 


I told her giant lies. 

To begin with, I didn’t know about the Seven School Mysteries before she 
told me about them, of course I was making things up. 

Anyway, I kept counseling her that way to try and have her accept her 
powers, and her worries eventually settled for a time—of course, nothing was 
resolved. 

Even so, if the person thinks their problems were resolved, they were. 

I may be repeating myself too much, but resolution scenes like you see in 
mystery novels aren’t actually needed in reality. 

Next, the other student. 

This girl’s case was easier to understand. It’s not an especially rare occur- 
rence in all-girls schools —she had androphobia. 

Of course, since Iam a man myself, she was initially counseled by Ekino- 
sensei, the school nurse. But I’d gone through middle school crossdressing, 
so that student wasn’t all too afraid of me, and eventually I got to partake in 
the counseling along with Ekino-sensei. Though even then, it took quite a bit 
of time to establish the trust relationship needed for the counseling to take 
effect (this is where the ‘love’ part I’d bragged to Byouinzaka-sensei about 
comes into play). 

I’m scared of men, it’s too much, I can’t bear being around them—I can’t fol- 
low the male teachers’ lectures. 

Such was her worry. 

She also complained about the presence of male teachers in an all-girls 
school. 

Again, there wasn’t much I could do about it. 

She should’ve spoken to the higher ups. 

But her disgust/distrust of men seemed to be something drummed into 
her by her family (though I cannot reveal more to respect her privacy) so 
solving that wouldn’t be an easy feat. 

This might just be my personal opinion, but disgust and distrust are nor- 


mal emotions to have. It would be pointless to deny those. One cannot be in 


love with all of humanity, nor can they be loved by all of humanity. Nobody 
can live free of hate, be that a received or emitted hate. That’s how the world 
works. So the actual issue here was her fragile heart that was unable to bear 
that disgust and distrust. 

That’s why— 

I left her disgust and distrust as is—and focused on making her overcome 
only her fear. 

No, to be more precise, I didn’t leave them as is. 

I evolved her disgust into loathing — 

And her distrust into mistrust: 

Men aren’t scary. 

They are weak. 

Be strong enough so that, if they ever hurt you, you will have the strength 
to get back at them. 

Even if they never hurt you. 

Be strong enough to hurt them yourself. 

—That’s the direction I chose for her. 

As you can see, being a make-believe school counselor is an extremely 
worthwhile job for me—being able to direct/limit minors reminds me of 
shogi and is, to put it more indiscreetly, fun. 

It’s fun. 

However— 

Amidst the sense of accomplishment I felt from resolving these two girls’ 
worries, I remember finding a hint of uneasiness. 

They were fine on their own. 

But if their directions ever were to fuse—there was a low probability of 
something bad happening. 

Rather than uneasiness, 

You might call that a hunch. 

It felt similar to forgetting to fill up a pitfall. 


However, as the school counselor, I couldn’t leak the contents of the stu- 
dents’ worries, so I had to observe in silence. 

Thad to watch things unfold. 

Of course, I suspected the self-proclaimed ghost-seeing girl as soon as 
Sonezaki-sensei fell down the stairs, and knew to also suspect the andro- 
phobe girl the moment I saw Tsuugami-sensei crushed by the grand piano 
(though I’d had my doubts ever since seeing Kigi-sensei’s corpse). 

It was obvious from the piano being flipped that the culprit wasn’t work- 
ing alone, so I suspected that these two had teamed up. 

However, it would be unfit of a teacher to accuse students without any 
proof, so I chastised myself for thinking that way and had to keep watching 
in silence. Well no, I might have had plenty of other choices, but anyway, I 
just chose to leave the deduction game’s detective role to Byouinzaka-sensei, 
whose original occupation wasn’t in education. I’d made him into the first 
discoverer of the first victim partly because of my situation in the staff room, 
but mostly for that reason. 

Well— 

In the end, Byouinzaka-sensei remained an observer throughout the case 
and didn’t do anything detective-like. 

If I knew this would be the result, I would’ve actually listened to him— 
Byouinzaka-sensei was unexpectedly normal. After all, he probably passed 
away without even knowing the cause of death behind Kigi-sensei’s murder. 

I didn’t expect the main and collateral branches to be so different, but...1 
can’t really blame Byouinzaka-sensei for it. 

He wasn’t a teacher to begin with. 

So he never actually paid heed to students. 

He never looked at them. 

To him, students were a group and not individuals. 

He must’ve genuinely not known about the students’ particularity nor 
how to distinguish them. 


He was never looking at the students. 


Of course he had no hope of finding the culprit. 

Ultimately — 

The group’s leaders were these two girls. 

Now, were they friends — 

Or had only become friends after being counseled? 

That was beyond the scope of my knowledge...not like I wanted to know, 
nor thought I should. It doesn’t actually matter who the culprit was here— 
that’s what I’d told Lieutenant Togishima, and this is basically what I meant. 

Still, their directions had undeniably crossed. 

Crossed. 

Intersected. 

Gone awry—in a weird direction. 

I don’t think that’s my fault, but I cannot help but feel a moral responsi- 
bility for it. How should I put it...it wasn’t unexpected, but it was the worst 
possibility out of the ones I’d expected. 

And it ended in the worst possible way I’d expected. 

As always goes for regrets and remorse— 

With this result, there was no hope of starting anew. 

The biggest laughing point of this case might be that this fact broke my 
heart despite being someone who went on living without ever reforming my- 
self, which I guess is mockery I deserved for trying to act like a good person, 
but even so, I still wonder to myself if there was anything I could’ve done 
about it. 

Being unable to hold back and murdering Byouinzaka-sensei in my stead 
despite the school being closed proved fatal to that group... Geez, the students 
weren’t any better, but Byouinzaka-sensei really went ahead with some 
careless actions. 

But that being said, similarly to earlier with the criminal group, my advice 
of not going near the roof had piqued his curiosity and actually pushed him 
there, so I do feel some responsibility for it. 


That’s all I have to say. 


By the way, I like imagining. 

While the likes of Byouinzaka-sensei and I were busy with everything 
happening inside the staff and counseling room, there might just be a few 
Senzai Academy students who took on this case as a play and tried to solve 
it—I like to come up with pleasant imaginations of the sort. 

Just like I’d once done. 

There might have been students being as mischievous as I, Byouinzaka- 
senpai, and Fuyako-san had been. 

At the very least, current students should know about the Seven School 
Mysteries, so it wouldn’t be strange for them to act that way. 

The main characters at school are the teachers, not the students. 

Therefore—the school’s detective role— 

Goes not to teachers, but to students. 

That’s how it is. 

As I’ve painfully realized this time— adults aren’t fit for that role. 

Childish crimes deserve childish detectives. 

As Lieutenant Togishima had said—I never had a role in this. 

This wasn’t my job nor Byouinzaka-sensei’s. 

It wasn’t for adults to intervene. 

It was the children’s job. 

Or, more simply, the police’s—Lieutenant Togishima’s job. 

That’s why, even if Lieutenant Togishima were to explain to me every- 
thing in detail like I’ve just done above, this case, the Prestigious All-Girls 
School Seven Mysteries Murder Case, was already over to me. 

14 years ago. 

14 years ago’s case was a tad different. 

14. years ago’s case was a tad lacking. 

I didn’t feel quite the same pain as 14 years ago. 


This case was—rather bland. 


Now, sorry to say this after emphasizing that case by repeating ‘14 years 
ago’ four times, but in my heart’s power map, actually, the nostalgia from 
back then isn’t that potent— Byouinzaka-sensei’s remark was accurate. 

I barely had any nostalgia. 

I doubt I have much of my past innocence and extravagance left in me. 

Lieutenant Togishima said I ‘hadn’t changed,’ but nobody is forever im- 
mune to changes. 

In that sense, I might have fulfilled my dream. 

I might have managed to fulfill my dream. 

Right, to be more concrete, in middle school I wished to become ‘someone 
aloof and elusive.’ I looked up to such characters in manga and novels. 

Then, 14 years passed. 

I’ve probably become that ‘aloof and elusive’ person—at least, 
Byouinzaka-sensei saw me as such. 

And I now see— 

How boring it is. 

I’d never thought being ‘aloof and elusive’ would be so boring. If I knew it 
would be this boring, I wouldn’t have become that kind of person. 

I’d attained my dream, but it turns out, the value of a dream can’t be told 
until it is fulfilled. 

This is just an issue of phrasing, though. 

In any case, I have noticed. 

Kushinaka Choushi. 

27 years old. 

My life—is worthless. 

In middle school I frantically did my best to get to date the senior I looked 
up to—I was entranced by romance, and looking back on it now, that was the 
peak of my life. 

As far as I went, my future and present were in plain sight. The future 
would merely be a redo of the same thing. 


Even this case didn’t exceed expectations. 


It was simply the worst scenario. 

And the worst—isn’t especially novel. 

Even at this very moment, someone out there must be falling into misery 
once every three seconds— having their dreams shattered and being plunged 
into irrational misery. 

Being killed for no reason. 

Dying for no reason. 

I shall speak my conclusion. 

The world is neither eerie, artless, nor enclosed, it is neither yours nor 
mine, nor is it bboken—the world is the world. 

It is nothing more or less than the world. 

It merely exists as it does. 

Even if a meteorite were to fall, the world wouldn’t change one bit—even 
if a meteorite were to fall, I would remain myself. 

...It had taken me a whole 27 years to realize something this simple. 

Or maybe— 

A whole 14 years. 

While I was achieving something, failing to achieve something, feeling 
pleasant, feeling unpleasant, getting happy, angry, sad, joyful, as I changed 
every single day, altering my beliefs, having changes of hearts, taking back 
my claims, forgetting some, becoming unable to do things I once could, be- 
coming able to do things I once couldn’t, and remaining as myself in spite of 
all those changes, as I regretted, as I felt remorse, I would surely, however, 
keep living until my death without ever reforming. 

Icouldn’t start life anew as I wasn’t living, and I couldn’t reform my heart 
as I didn’t have one. 

Good grief, those girls were so weak-willed. 

Had nobody taught them to wait for a good occasion? 

I don’t intend to blame them one bit, but let me just voice one complaint. 


I genuinely think that— 


You shouldn’t have given up on killing me—instead of compromising 
with Byouinzaka-sensei, the temporary teacher—you should have done it 
properly and killed me. 

Or maybe, had they intentionally avoided me? 

Because of love or an emotion of some kind? 

If so—that’s none of their business. 

Byouinzaka-sensei overestimated me. 

Even I can consider suicide. 

I’m like anyone else. 

Suicidal thoughts—can be fine at times. 

Either way, it’s me we’re talking about; these are just excuses, things I 
thought up on the spot, and actually I had no intention of letting myself be 
killed— since, you know, I’m an aloof and elusive adult. 

I’ll go on living starting tomorrow. I’ll keep doing my sacred vocation as 
an non-human. I might not be able to graduate from anything, but I will con- 
tinue to bluff through that and make children graduate. 

I might be a desperate case, but even so— 


Even so, I will pray for the world to be at peace. 


Afterword 


You might get concerned and think Oh my god, does this guy only ever say 
obvious things, but in our world, people need to work in order to live. In this 
case, the word ‘work’ doesn’t simply mean an occupation; it refers to a 
broader, more complex breadth of meanings. To begin with, everyone has 
their own perception of what ‘work’ means, it’s kinda all over the place. For 
example, would yours truly’s occupation as a novelist be considered labor by 
most of society? The answer isn’t unanimous. When people ask me, “Huh, 
isn’t that a hobby?” or “Huh, isn’t that a pastime?” I find myself at a loss for 
how exactly to answer them. Well, novelists might be one of the most extreme 
examples, but jobs that don’t have a direct impact on that person’s lifestyle 
don’t generally feel like ‘real work,’ do they? Thinking about it that way, I 
sometimes wonder if eating lunch or sleeping at night doesn’t contribute 
more to being ‘labor.’ In short, it might just mean that a majority of modern, 
wide-spread occupations are hobby-adjacent jobs with no real impact on 
people. They say one shouldn’t make their hobby into their job, but in this 
era, a fair amount of people’s jobs are basically pastimes. What do we call 


those, business-like hobbies? 


This book, a sequel to Our Broken World, Eerie and Artless Enclosed World, 
and The World We Broke, is the fourth entry in the so-called Sekai series. In 
terms of chronology, I guess this would count as a sequel to the second entry, 
Eerie and Artless Enclosed World, but honestly, I’m not really sure. I’m worried 
whether this long title will even fit on the spine, but at this point I’m leaving 
it to luck. Oh also, volume three’s afterword advertised the next book to be 
about Kushinaka Choushias a third year of middle school, but apparently that 
was a mistake for ‘as a high school teacher.’ Gee, adults really can’t be 
trusted, can they? On that note, this was Our Eerie and Artless Enclosed Broken 
World. 


Speaking of problematically long titles, I’m first and foremost worried 
whether the splendid Byouinzaka Meiro (backup) drawn by TAGRO-sensei 
will even be visible behind the text, but anyhow, I want to thank him for eve- 
rything. I also want to thank my editor, Andou Akane-sama, for making this 
book into something tangible; be it for a hobby or for work, it always feels 
good to achieve something. The last step remaining to complete the book is 
for you all to read it. I’m counting on you. 

On that note, the series will end after the next volume (for real). It will be 
about Byouinzaka Kuroneko in middle school. 


Nisio Isin 


